8 ISSUES AND INSIGHTS

Who wants a central bank job?

The authority of central bankers is being compromised in interesting
ways across the world by elected powers

AMOL AGRAWAL

he British government recently
Tadvertised for the position of
governor of Bank of England
whose term gets over in January 2020.
Likewise, the European Central Bank
president’s term is finishing in October
2019. This has led to media speculation
over probable candidates for the two
coveted jobs. But hang on, are they real-
ly coveted? Those interested in the two
positions should be mindful of what
has been going on with central bankers
worldwide.
Take the case of Jeremy Powell. He
was appointed by US President Trump

only to be openly criticised later by
Trump himself. As part of Federal
Reserve’s oral history project, one of the
questions posed to Alan Greenspan was
whether the Federal Reserve could say
no to the executive. He replied, “It was-
n’t always a show of confidence. It just
was a fact that, if I stood my ground,
they could do nothing.” Powell has also
stood his ground so far but the question
is for how long. Even Carney has been
criticised for his remarks over Brexit.

Historically, the source of contention
between government and central banks
has been interest rates. The govern-
ments tried to pressurise the central
bank to lower interest rates and one
tried to manage the tensions. Lately, the
contention has encompassed banking
regulation and what is more worrisome
is unwillingness of governments to
manage the tensions but use tactics to
undermine central banks.

The most intriguing experience was
in Cyprus, where Panicos Demetriades
was appointed in May 2012 for a five-
year term but resigned two years later
in April 2014. Demetriades wrote an

account of his experiences in A Diary
of the Euro Crisis in Cyprus, which is a
must-read. Before 2008, Cypriot banks
had expanded aggressively becoming
10 times of country’s GDP. The banks
had invested heavily in Greek govern-
ment bonds and lent aggressively
towards real estate sector, something
which was seen across banks in Iceland,
Ireland, and US which also faced crises.

Demetriades knew he was sitting on
a time bomb and tried to negotiate a
solution with the troika of IMF, ECB
and European Commission but could
not succeed. The politicians continued
to underestimate the scale of problem
and banks remained highly undercap-
italised.

As the banking problem worsened,
who better than a central banker to be
made the scapegoat. The media any-
way disliked Demetriades as he was
seen as an outsider. The politicians
wanted Demetriades to be ousted but
under the Eurosystem the central bank
governor could not be fired.

The government did two major
things (apart from humiliation) in mid-

2013 which pushed Demetriades
towards his resignation - firing the
deputy governor who backed the gov-
ernor and pushing the governance
powers from governor to the central
bank board. Under the new legislation,
the government expanded the central
bank board membership from five to
seven with the two new members
becoming executive directors. The ECB
protested against this legislation but to
no avail. The personal attacks mounted
even bringing his family into the pic-
ture. In March 2014, he submitted his
resignation citing “personal reasons”
and difficulties working with the board
as the reason for resignation.

Cyprus is not the lone case. In 2017,
central bank of Ukraine governor
Valeria Gontareva resigned under sim-
ilar circumstances. She was appointed
in 2014 for a seven-year term but
resigned after receiving death threats
from lawmakers and businesspersons
over her tough anti-crisis measures. In
2018, Latvian Ilmars Rims$éviCs was
arrested and his house raided over a
bribery case only to be reinstated in
March 2019. He has been governor
since 2001 and is currently serving his
third six-year term.

Itis also interesting to note the strik-
ing resemblance of events in Cyprus
with those in India (2017-18). There was
discontent between the government
and the RBI governor for rising NPAs,
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low credit growth and the central
bank’s high reserves. There were
reports on how the powers of governing
RBI were shifted from the governor to
the RBI board and these battles affect-
ing the governor’s health. In the end,
the governor resigned after just two
years mentioning personal reasons, like
just like his Cypriot counterpart.

Compared to above, there have
been some lighter frictions. Italy politi-
cians were eyeing its central bank’s
gold, South African central bank is
under attack for not being a nation-
alised bank and Austria central bank’s
banking supervision powers are being
transferred to financial watchdog FMA.

All these events show that central
bank independence may be an impor-
tant economic idea, but its spirit lies
with the government. Paul Tucker, for-
mer deputy governor of Bank of
England, in his much acclaimed book
termed central bankers as unelected
powers. Yet, the authority of central
bankers is being compromised in inter-
esting ways across the world by elected
powers. With rising protectionism and
nationalism, the governments are all
out to show their supremacy. Those
seeking these jobs should be doubly
careful as prestige could quickly turn
into nightmare.

The author is faculty at Ahmedabad
University and runs Mostly Economics

Infra investments: Getting the mojo back

Motivating private capital back to investing in infra isthe need of the hour

INFRA TALK

VINAYAK CHATTERJEE

hat should be the policy of

s ’s ; any new government for the

infrastructure sector? Where

are the gaps? And what are the
reforms needed to plug those gaps?

These are deeply pressing questions
today. Between 2007 and 2012, infras-
tructure investment rose to around 7
per cent of GDP from about 5 per cent
for the previous five-year period. A key
reason for this jump in infrastructure
investment was the role of the private
sector, whose share in infra investment
rose by 15 per cent compared with the
previous five-year period.

In retrospect, that growth was not
sustainable because of one serious
issue — the infra “boom” happened
“despite” serious structural and poli-
cy deficiencies. Because of this, it was
inevitable that such growth would
peter out as those weaknesses —
ranging from difficulties in land
acquisition, skewed risk allocation,
myriad regulatory clearances from
multiple agencies, the dominant role
that commercial banks played in

infra financing, to fuel and discom
drags (in the case of power) —
became more and more onerous and
difficult to surmount.

Thus, after 2013, infrastructure’s
investment share as percentage of
GDP slipped back and remained just
above 5 per cent. The private sector’s
contribution to infra investments,
envisaged at 48 per cent between 2013
and 2018, was nowhere close. Instead,
the slack has had to be picked up by
the public sector in the last few years.

Going forward, this is hardly sus-
tainable, given the fiscal headroom
now available. Both the two main
national political parties have com-
mitted to big expenditures on infras-
tructure in the next five years, with
the BJP committing X1 trillion of cap-
ital investment by 2024. If such ambi-
tious targets are to be met, as they
have to be for pump-priming econom-
ic growth, the private sector has to
again play a huge role. And this
means, addressing those structural
weaknesses that caused the private
sector to withdraw in the first place.

Luckily, for any new government,
there is no need to once again discov-
er the weakness or find fresh solu-
tions. The NDA government, in 2015,
had asked Vijay Kelkar to study ways
to revitalize public private partner-
ships in infrastructure. Many, if not
all the recommendations made in his
report, released in 2015, are equally
relevant today.

It recommended the setting up of
a PPP Project Review Committee, as
well as an Infrastructure PPP
Adjudicatory Tribunal (IPAT) which
together would be empowered to

determine whether terms of a project
need to be revisited if the economic
context or conditions in which pro-
jects were implemented had
changed. This would address a key
problem faced by many projects —
the lack of a clear set of institutional
processes by which contracts could
be “renegotiated.” This is an especial-
ly serious problem in infrastructure
where concession agreements can go
up to 30 years and beyond and the
context in which the agreement was
signed will almost always have
changed beyond recognition.

The committee made it clear that
independent sector regulators were an
absolute must. In sectors like railways,
this is an especially serious issue given
that the dominant public sector actor,
the Indian Railways, is regulator,
developer and policymaker rolled into

one, creating serious conflicts of inter-
est. This is also true of the roads sec-
tor. And even sectors where there are
regulators, the tag of “Independent”
is often questionable.

The committee sought significant
amendments to the Prevention of
Corruption Act 1988, so that genuine
commercial errors of judgement by
officials are not penalised.

The Kelkar Committee looked
beyond just dispute resolution and
regulatory issues. It revisited the core
structure of PPPs itself. Its key recom-
mendation in this context was the
understanding that there are certain
risks the private sector can bear and
ones it cannot — basically, the risk-
allocation matrix. The adoption of
one-size-fits-all model concession
agreements did not take into account
project-specific and sector-specific
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contexts. Land acquisition for a pro-
ject for instance, is not something that
private sector players do in their nor-
mal course of business — such a risk
should be borne by the government
concerned. Bid documents need to
clearly specify upfront the situations
wherein renegotiations can take place
transparently and fairly.

The Kelkar Committee report also
acknowledged another key element
of the infrastructure landscape — the
fact that many projects built on an
engineering, procurement and con-
struction (EPC) basis, had actually
moved past the construction stage
and were now into the operations and
maintenance (O&M) stage. It was crit-
ical therefore that the standard of ser-
vice delivery to users and consumers
be up front and transparent. The
management of such O&M contracts
could be bid out to private players
with the experience and skills to
manage such activities. This is true
even when government is monetising
state-owned utilities under an asset-
recycling policy.

Four years on, it is clear that the
Kelkar report was a practical and foun-
dational document, and even today
provides a clear roadmap on the way
forward for the next few years. Certain
other issues too need to be addressed
— like preventing irrational bidding
or allowing Swiss Challenge as a recog-
nised format, or even pushing friendli-
er PPP formats like plug and play.

What is now required by a new gov-
ernment is the political will to imple-
ment such a PPP-revival process.

The author is chairman, Feedback Infra

Adifferent chai pe charcha

Constantly overshadowed by its vastly
larger neighbour China with which it
competes fiercely for a share of India's
market, Taiwan has now pulled out all the
stops to attract Indian businesses. To do
that, they've fallen back on Prime Minister
Narendra Modi's popularity and the idea
that Indians will take selfies with every
possible thing. On Thursday, the
centrepiece of a trade show in New Delhi
was a large selfie wall with a cut-out of a
senior Taiwanese official sitting on a
roadside bench sipping tea. Delegates,
buyers and guests lined up to snap selfies
and post them online. "We had seen
videos of the PM's chai pe charcha and
when my car broke down on a Gujarat
highway, the connection was
immediate," said the visibly pleased
official in question.

Savvy Diggy
v He may be
" one of the
-, y oldest
. candidates in
) / the fray but
former
Madhya
Pradesh chief
minister and
the Congress
candidate
T from Bhopal
Digvijaya
Singh (pictured) is way ahead of
many younger politicians when it
comes to using social media.
Election Commission (EC) figures
show that at 1.5 lakh, Singh has
spent the maximum amount on
social media. For the first time, the
ECis keeping a record of the
expenses incurred on platforms such
as Twitter and Facebook and adding
them to the total expenses incurred
by candidates. The interim list from
Madhya Pradesh, one of the states
with one phase of polling left, has
thrown up some other surprises.
Singh's main opponent from
Bhopal, the Bharatiya Janata
Party’s Sadhvi Pragya Thakur has
spent only 321,000, while Nakul
Nath, the son of Chief Minister
Kamal Nath, has spent a paltry
%¥9,000. Rather surprising is the
case of Congress' Jyotiraditya
Scindia who is contesting from
Guna and hasn't spent a single
penny on social media.

Arrangements for the results

As the Lok Sabha election results date
(May 23) is fast approaching, Delhi Police
have conveyed to their officers to make
special arrangements when it comes to
victory marches on the day. Sources said
some communally sensitive areas had
been marked where no processions
would be allowed. A circular says that
each procession will need permission
and a police vehicle will lead a
procession and another will tail the
supporters. An assistant commissioner
will be deployed with each procession.
Further, a station house officer will be
stationed at all counting centres. With
some attempts at communal
polarisation in East Delhi pockets, the
police want to leave no stone unturned,
said a senior police officer.

How a promise evaporated

MIKE ISAAC, MICHAEL J. DE LA MERCED & ANDREW
ROSS SORKIN

ast September, Uber’s top exec-

I utives were pitched by some of

Wall Street’s biggest banks,
Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs.

The bankers’ presentations calculat-
ed Uber’s valuation almost identically,
hovering around one particular num-
ber: $120 billion.

That was the figure the bankers said
they could convince investors Uber was
worth when it listed its shares on the
stock market, according to three people
with knowledge of the talks. Uber’s
chief executive, Dara Khosrowshahi,
and chief financial officer, Nelson Chai,
listened and discussed the presenta-
tions, these people said. Then they
hired Morgan Stanley and Goldman
Sachs to take the company public —
and to effectively make the $120 billion
valuation a reality.

Nine months later, Uber is worth
about half that figure. The ride-hailing
firm went public last week at $45 a share
and has since dropped to around $41,
pegging Uber’s market capitalisation at
$69 billion — and officially crowning it
as the stock market debut that lost more
in dollar terms than any other American
initial public offering since 1975.

How Uber’s offering turned into
what some are now openly calling a
“train wreck” began with the $120 bil-
lion number that the bankers floated.
The figure leaked last year, whipping
up a frenzy over how Uber could soon
become the biggest American company
to list on an American stock exchange
— larger even than Facebook, which
went public in 2012 at a whopping $104
billion valuation.

The result has created a host of
pointed questions for all involved in

Uber’s I.P.O., from Mr. Khosrowshahi
and Mr. Chai to the lead underwriters
at Morgan Stanley, Goldman Sachs and
Bank of America. While Uber raised
$8.1billion from its offering and reaped
billions of dollars in returns for its early
investors and founders, what should
have been a climactic moment for a
transportation colossus instead
became an embarrassment.

The extent of the fallout may not be
clear for a while, and it is too early to
judge how Uber will ultimately fare in
the public markets. But as many other

tech-related companies aim to go pub-
lic this year, including the food-deliv-
ery company Postmates and the real-
estate firm WeWork, they will have to
contend with whether Uber has
squelched what had been a red-hot
L.P.O. market.

“The $69 billion market cap Uber
had when the market closed today is a
new reality,” said Shawn Carolan, part-
ner at Menlo Ventures, which invested
early in the company. But he added that
Uber’s executives now had “the oppor-
tunity to show us what they can do.”

This account of Uber’s I.P.O. was
based on interviews with a dozen peo-
ple involved in or briefed on the pro-

cess. Many asked to remain anonymous
because they were not authorized to
speak publicly. Representatives from
Uber, Morgan Stanley and Goldman
Sachs declined to comment.

For years, Uber was an investor dar-
ling. As a privately held company, it
gorged on capital from venture capital
firms like Benchmark and GV, mutual
fund firms like Fidelity Investments,
and companies like SoftBank. Its pri-
vate valuation shot up from $60 million
in 2011 to $76 billion by August.

Some investors were also resisting
because they had earlier invested in
Uber at cheaper prices. Since its found-
ing in 2009, Uber has taken in more
than $10 billion from mutual fund
firms, private equity investors and oth-
ers, meaning that its stock was already
widely held among those institutions
that traditionally buy shares in an I.P.O.
So the I.P.O. essentially became an exer-
cise in getting existing investors to pur-
chase more shares — a tough sell, espe-
cially at a higher price.

The slowing growth led to lukewarm
investor demand for Uber’s shares,
according to two of the people involved
in the matter. Some investors argued
that Uber needed to price its offering
lower, these people said.

In March, another problem cropped
up. Uber’s rival in North America, Lyft,
went public and promptly fell below its
offering price on its second day of trad-
ing. Investors appeared skeptical about
whether Lyft could make money, set-
ting a troublesome precedent for Uber.

By the time Uber made its LP.O.
prospectus available in April, it had
already told some existing investors that
its offering could value it at up to $100 bil-
lion — down from the initial $120 billion.
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Reality check

This refers to “The narrative of jobless-
ness at its highest in decades is misin-
formed” (May 16). It is surprising to see
the chief economic advisor (CEA) sim-
ply brushing aside the very valid con-
cerns on joblessness and economic
growth. Professional bodies such as the
National Sample Survey Office and
Centre for Monitoring Indian
Economy, who have a proven expertise
in analysing economic data, have high-
lighted a very grim unemployment sit-
uation. Moreover, their conclusions
only corroborate a job crisis that is
already very apparent across all sec-
tors. The CEA cannot attribute the high
unemployment figures to a sampling
methodology. As regards economic
growth, when we are faced with an IIP
growth in negative territory and an
export growth at a dismal 0.64 per cent,
it is difficult to understand the reason
behind the CEA’s optimism. Political
parties will always interpret economic
data according to their convenience
but one would have expected the CEA
to have at least done a reality check.

S BBhalerao Mumbai

EC too partisan

The Election Commission’s (EC’s)
unprecedented decision to cut short
election campaign in West Bengal

while ensuring that prime minister
goes ahead with two of his election ral-
lies already scheduled for Thursday in
the state is a brazen misuse of Article
324 of our Constitution. If the ground
for such a move was indeed growing
incidents of disruption and violence
during the campaigning, then, as the
opposition parties rightly questioned,
why not a clamp down on campaign-
ing with immediate effect? The motive
behind the EC’s timing of the ban order
is suspect.

Relieving DG CID Rajiv Kumar fac-
ing heat from the Central Bureau of
Investigation in the Sarada case with a
direction to report to the Ministry of
Home Affairs by 10 am on Thursday is
equally baffling. And it doesn’t stop
here, the EC has also relieved the state
principal home secretary Attri
Bhattacharya of his duties for alleged
interference in the process of conduct-
ing of elections citing his letter of May
13 to the state’ chief electoral officer
(CEO). This is also totally uncalled for.
By his letter now in public domain,
Bhattacharya had only sought to bring
to the CEO’s notice certain instances of
disproportionate use of force by the cen-
tral armed police forces and offered
some constructive suggestions for con-
sideration by the commission. By no
stretch of imagination, such a letter can
be construed as interfering with the
conduct of elections. Being so partisan,
the EC has failed to act as a neutral elec-
tion watchdog under the Constitution.

» HAMBONE
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This should be matter of concern.
S K Choudhury Bengaluru

Blessing in disguise?

When the bicentennial year of birth
anniversary of Pundit Ishwar Chandra
Vidyasagar (born 1820) is knocking at
the door, the vandalising of his statue
has become the focal point of Lok Sabha
elections in West Bengal after as bust
was targeted during clashes between
the Trinamool Congress (TMC) and the
Bharatiya Janata Party workers during
a roadshow by BJP President Amit
Shah. According to the TV and video
reports, the BJP foot soldiers forced
their way into Vidyasagar College,
smashed the bust of Vidyasagar, the
great educationist, the man who
changed the Bengali alphabet and type,
Sanskrit scholar, reformer who fought
for women's education against Hindu
orthodoxy, that flowed into the Bengal
Renaissance. Alas! Modi bhakts don't
know what they are vandalising.
Interestingly, the vandalism has come
as a boon for the TMC also.
Bidyut Kumar Chatterjee
Faridabad
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Exports weak, again
Hopes of a revival prove to be short-lived

he official data on India’s balance of trade for April has been released,

and it makes for disquieting reading. While exports may have grown

in April as they did in March, February and January, growth was

barely there. At 0.64 per cent, it was the lowest year-on-year growth
in exports seen so far this calendar year. While the numbers themselves may
not be disquieting, the worry is that what appeared to be a modest revival in
exports does not appear to be sustainable. Meanwhile, imports of gold shot up
by as much as 54 per cent year-on-year, and oil by 9.3 per cent, driving overall
imports up by 4.5 per cent. The trade deficit, correspondingly, rose to a five-
month high of $15.3 billion.

Examining the data more closely provides little relief on two counts. First,
non-oil, non-gold imports continued to shrink. In February 2019, they shrank
by 1.9 per cent; in March 2019 by 2.7 per cent; and in April 2019 by 2.2 per cent.
While this is not necessarily bad news, to the extent it reflects a broader narrative
about weak consumer demand in India, it should be of concern. India’s growth
story has rested for the past years on strong consumer demand, and multiple
indicators — including now non-oil, non-gold imports — suggest this story
has run its course. The increase in oil imports by value also may reflect the
changes in oil prices globally and increased tensions between the United States
and Iran. Meanwhile, the break-up of exports is even more worrying. While
they may have grown overall, non-oil exports, in particular, shrank by 3.1 per
cent. This reflects an unexpected and sharp contraction in engineering goods
exports, which shrank for the first time after two months of growth. It had been
hoped that the earlier growth was sustainable, but after the release of the April
data, it is no longer possible to be sanguine about that.

Slow domestic demand may not be good news for growth, but it does mean
that worries about the external account may not prove to amount to much in
the coming months at least. Economists predict that the current account deficit
in 2019 will fall to 2.1 per cent of gross domestic product as distinct from 2.4 per
cent in 2018. Of course, if there is a particularly sharp spike in oil prices then all
bets are off. But the real lesson of this data print is that exports from India, par-
ticularly in engineering, textiles and chemicals, will not revive without closer
attention from policymakers. So far, the policy has focused on reducing imports
through import substitution mechanisms and tariff policy. However, the most
sustainable way of managing the trade deficit is through increasing exports —
which will also create jobs and address the overcapacity problem faced by domes-
tic manufacturing. While the complaints made by exporters about the mechanism
by which the goods and services tax cut into working capital must be addressed,
there are also stark choices to be made by the next government about how to
drastically cut red tape and frictions at the border faced by exporters.

Lessons from 2019

Election schedule needs shortening

ill recently, election fatigue was a term associated with the United

Kingdom, where the electorate faced two general elections and one

momentous referendum on Brexit in the space of just two years, apart

from sundrylocal elections. In 2019, it is fair to say that India has reached
that stage in a little over a month, thanks to a seven-phase election schedule. The
diminishing enthusiasm is evident in the progressive dip in voter turnout: 69.5
and 694 in phases one and two, respectively, to 68.4 per cent in phase 3; 65.5 per
cent in phase 4; 65 per cent in phase 5 and 63 per cent in phase 6. This makes for
arough turnout average of 66 per cent — comparable to the turnout in the record-
setting nine-phase election of 2014. But considering that the registered electorate
has swelled from 814.5 million voters in 2014 to nearly 900 million, and the issues
at stake are no less consequential, it was reasonable to have expected a larger
turnout. It is possible that voter ennui will change in the last phase, on May 19,
but the contrast with the excitement of 2014 is palpable. The big takeaway from
the 2019 elections, then, is the importance of shortening the schedule.

Tobe sure, the increasingly extended election schedules are a result of logis-
tics that come with an exponentially expanding electorate: Electoral rules decree
a polling station within 2 km of every habitation, posing unique challenges in
terms of mobilising security and administrative personnel, especially in jungle
or mountainous areas. But some of the schedules are hard to justify: Why, for
instance, should West Bengal and Bihar, with 42 and 40 seats, respectively, have
seven phases, the same as Uttar Pradesh with 80 seats? This extended schedule
also enables political parties to exploit a loophole in the model code of conduct.
The code stipulates a no-campaign or silent period 48 hours before the vote to
give voters some downtime to consider their choices. This includes proscribing
political advertisements and press conferences. This stricture, however, does
not cover social media, which is far more ubiquitous and insidious in its influence.
A 24X7 information environment, therefore, enables politicians to stay in cam-
paign mode for the duration, a situation that disproportionately benefits the
larger national parties. The code proscribes campaigners elsewhere from address-
ing voters of poll-bound constituencies but that acts as a minor check.

As aresult, voters all over India have been bombarded non-stop with election
rhetoric well before April 11, the day the elections started. Leaders from all parties
have not hesitated to take full advantage of this loophole to raise the level of
obnoxious rhetoric about their opposition in one part of the country just ahead
of voting in another part. This coarsening of the public discourse is, perhaps,
the most urgent lesson the Election Commission (EC) needs to take on board.
The EC’s somewhat mild response to transgressions of the code has only encour-
aged this trend. It is a pity that the Supreme Court had to remind the EC of the
powers that it always had to rein in their worst instincts. That perhaps prompted
the EC to take the unprecedented decision to invoke its special powers under
Article 324 of the Constitution to prematurely end the election campaign in
West Bengal ahead of schedule following violence that erupted during cam-
paigning on Tuesday. The need for such unambiguous no-tolerance policy from
the EC remains the most compelling lesson of the 2019 elections.

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

Skilling: The way

forward

India's youth desire jobs that have prospects for upward mobility, and
ourskilling schemes must be crafted to meet their aspirations

well-recognised paradox in our country is
A that ours is a labour-surplus but skill-short-

age economy. At the same time, we do export
some skills and professional talent, thereby earning
$79 billion in 2018 as foreign remittances. Therefore,
skill shortages in some sectors are perhaps more a
result of relatively low wages in the domestic econ-
omy. In other sectors, these would be a result of sup-
ply shortages.

It is evident from the worldwide
experience of extensive public sector
intervention that given the “public
goods” nature of human resources
development, a purely market-based
skill generation system will be
inevitably characterised by supply
shortages. This pushes up wage costs
higher than warranted by the coun-
try’s demographic and workforce pro-
file. For these reasons, the Indian gov-
ernment has also

intervened PAHLE INDIA

run another 44 schemes. Some collaboration
between the MSDE and some of these ministries has
recently been initiated as reflected in the collabora-
tion between Skill India and a few line ministries
like Agriculture, Sanitation and Drinking Water and
NITI Aayog’s Aspirational Districts programme.

It has not been easy to find jobs for those trained
under various schemes. Either jobs on offer do not
meet the trainee’s aspirations or
skills acquired do not match indus-
try requirements, which are in
great flux due to tremendous pres-
sure on the domestic industry to
adopt new technologies being
spawned by Industry 4.0. It would,
therefore, be virtually impossible
to satisfactorily gauge the volume
and quality of demand for differ-
ent skills across the economy’s
spectrum. Any attempt to antici-
pate emerging skill requirements

extensively at all levels of education

for ensuring adequate supply of skills. RAJIV KUMAR
As a part of these efforts, the National

Skill Development Corporation (NSDC) was set up
in 2008, on the public-private partnership (PPP) mod-
el. It was moved, in 2015, to the Ministry of Skill
Development and Entrepreneurship (MSDE), which
owns 49 per cent of NSDC’s equity. The majority is
held by private partners. The Skill India programme
was launched in 2015.

Since its establishment, the NSDC has expanded
its presence across the country. In the process, it has
acquired 443 training partners; opened 8,503 training
centres; prepared 1,870 job descriptions; worked
closely with 38 sector skill councils; and has trained
nearly 9.9 million persons. Its placement record
shows that its private sector training partners found
jobs for about 47 per cent of their trainees. Under
other government schemes, placement has been a
mere 15-18 per cent. Additionally, 19 other ministries

for an economy as technologically
dynamic and open as ours is
bound to consistently and signifi-
cantly fall behind the curve.

It is also worth recognising that present skilling
programmes generally do not offer possibility of con-
tinued up-grading of skills and a movement up the
skills-talent ladder. They could be perceived as an
inferior channel for the much desired upward mobil-
ity. The palpable risk is that the extensive NSDC train-
ing network may meet the same fate as Nai Taleem.
This programme, conceived of in the latter fifties,
died an early death because, despite famous propo-
nents like Zakir Hussain and K D Shrimali, it was
seen as consigning the trainees to a lifelong inferior
status of vocational workers with no prospect of
upward mobility.

There is thus an urgent need for thinking of alter-
natives. Apprenticeships, combined with a system
of continued education that allows candidates to
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improve their skill and education profile may well
be the way forward. The 1961 National
Apprenticeship Law stipulates that apprentices
should make up a minimum of 2.5 per cent of the
workforce and this figure can go up to 10 per cent.
At present, apprentices probably account for less
than 0.3 per cent of the workforce, while China’s is
about 1.3 per cent. Germany has 3.7 per cent of its
workforce as apprentices. Doubling or even tripling
the government apprenticeship stipend amount
from the present level 0f%1,500 and effectively con-
trolling labour inspectors may well be the two nec-
essary conditions for apprenticeship schemes to
prosper in our country.

But an even better model is available. Dr Vivek
Sawant, formerly deputy head of the Centre for
Advanced Computing, Pune (C-DAC, the organisa-
tion which successfully developed India’s super com-
puter, Param), accepted the challenge of turning
around the Maharashtra Knowledge Corporation Ltd
(MKCL), established as a PPP entity in 2001 in Pune.
Since 2012, MKLC has been running a successful
pilot that successfully combines apprenticeship with
continued education.

By July 2019, a total of 204 students would have
graduated from the three-year course offered part-
time by MKCL with a BBA degree from the
Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University.
These students, all hailing from the lowest social
strata, work five days a week as apprentices in Pune-
based companies, after completing three months of
job readiness training in digital skills, English lan-
guage, and other soft skills. They earn a stipend of
¥8,000 (which makes the scheme attractive to young
trainees who also send a part of the stipend to sup-
port their poor parents) paid entirely by the compa-
nies from the first day of their enrolment. All the
trainees have been given individual laptops and
received real-life work experience in industry while
also acquiring explicit theoretical knowledge over
weekends in courses organised by MKCL. Each one
of them was successfully placed in companies like
Federal Express, Tata, Amazon, NEC etc with an
average salary 0f%12,000 per month and strong pro-
motion prospects. Currently, 400 students are
enrolled. The lesson is that India’s aspirational youth
is no longer satisfied with any job. They desire good
quality jobs that have prospects for further education
and upward mobility. All our skilling schemes have
to be suitably crafted.

The pilot run by MKCL is now ready to be rolled
out at the national level and at a much larger scale.
MKCL is willing and capable of leading the nation-
wide effort. The University Grants Commission and
the Indira Gandhi National Open University now
need to step forward and work with and empower
MKCL to offer the programme at the national level.
Skill India will also do well to support this programme
to successfully launch it nationally. Let's hope that
we see this happening within this financial year.

Thewriter is Vice Chairman , NITI Aayog. Views are
personal.

The curious case of Infibeam vs auditor

general meeting on May 30 to ratify its board’s

decision to fire the auditors, SRBC & Co. The
matter will then be put up for approval of regulatory
authorities. The audit arm of EY would probably be
happy if Infibeam shareholders give their stamp of
approval to the proposal.

That’s because SRBC apparently wanted to resign
much earlier, but the market regulator did not allow
it to do so for reasons unknown. In
that context, SRBC must be hoping
that the Infibeam EGM hastens its
exit. The reason is obvious: The
trust factor between the company
and its auditor has been zero for
quite some time, leading to public
mudslinging. While it’s natural for
the relationship between a compa-
ny and its auditors to be delicate,
they certainly can’t become adver-

Inﬁbeam Avenues has called an extraordinary

saries. In this case, adversary is too I
mild a term to describe the relation- POWE R POI NT

vide, or allow access to any unpublished price sen-
sitive information of a company to any person unless
in the furtherance of legitimate purposes. A violation
of insider trading rules can lead to a fine 0f 325 crore
and being barred from securities markets.

In its complaint, Infibeam has cited SRBC’s
admission that one of its employees had passed on
information about the company’s quarterly financial
results to various third parties prior to such results
being disclosed to the stock
exchanges on multiple occasions
leading to breach of trust and loss
of faith. On its part, SRBC has
denied the allegations. Its argument
goes like this: SRBC examined offi-
cial email accounts of 28 audit team
members who worked on the
Infibeam  account Dbetween
November 2016 and February 2019.
On one occasion, one employee
“inadvertently” sent some informa-
tion to a third party — a chief finan-

ship between Infibeam and SRBC, SHYAMAL MAJUMDAR

which took up the audit assignment

in September 2016. KPMG was then

the joint auditor but it resigned during financial
year 2017-18.

The EY arm’s misery is, however, unlikely to end
after Infibeam’s EGM as the company has made a
serious charge of insider trading. Leakage of unpub-
lished price sensitive information is a violation of
Sebi insider trading norms and if proven, is a serious
lapse of auditor responsibility. Infibeam has also
written to the National Financial Reporting
Authority (NFRA) and the ministry of corporate
affairs (MCA). The regulation to prevent insider trad-
ing requires that no insider shall communicate, pro-

cial officer of another company by

mistake. The audit firm thinks it
was a genuine mistake. The CFO’s
name was the same as that of his boss, and the mail
was marked to Infibeam as well. Nobody, it argues,
would try to do insider trading through a mail where
the company officials are also marked.

The matter is surely serious, but Infibeam is per-
haps taking it as a golden opportunity to get rid of
its auditor. After all, SRBC has already offered itself
for a third party/regulatory investigation. So why
make such a big song and dance about it?

Infibeam had its fair share of other controversies
as well. A WhatsApp message alleging lack of cor-
porate governance had eroded about 39,200 crore

market capitalisation in a single day last year. It was
the largest stock fall after Satyam Computers
Services in January 2009.

That all is not well between the two has been evi-
dent for some time now. SRBC qualified the compa-
ny’s results for nearly three quarters, and had raised
questions about %122 crore advances to subsidiaries,
which on-lent the amount to project vendors. The
management failed to clarify and provide adequate
information about the rationale behind the transac-
tion, terms and conditions and how it selected the
vendors, according to the auditors. They had also
raised concerns about the lack of “robust documen-
tation” for I32 crore revenue recognised during the
quarter and have asked the company to perform an
independent investigation in relation to certain mat-
ters connected to Infibeam’s merger with Avenues
India Pvt Ltd, which operated payment gateway
CCAvenue. Infibeam had acquired the company at
a valuation o0f 32,000 crore in an all-stock deal.

While Infibeam’s decision to fire the auditor and
raise insider trading charges against it may not be a
case of tit for tat, this aspect needs to be investigated.
The role of the audit committee also should be
looked into — did the commiittee inform Sebi after
discovering the alleged insider trading norm breach-
es by the auditor?

This sordid saga could have perhaps been avoid-
ed if Sebi had allowed SRBC to resign much earlier.
After all, SRBC was not the only auditor to have
offered to resign, and its request should have been
accepted if it had given enough disclosure on the
reasons. To avoid such confusion, Sebi must come
out with detailed disclosure requirements for allow-
ing an auditor to resign. The entire auditing frater-
nity and India Inc would now wait for the results of
the investigations.

Beyond the burqga

~

BOOK REVIEW

SEEMA GOSWAMI

ariam Khan, the editor of this
Mselection of essays by Muslim

women of colour who live in
the West, sets the tone of this book in
her introduction. “Muslim women are
more than burqas, more than hijabs,
and more than society has allowed us
to be until now,” she writes. “We are
not asking for permission any more.
We are taking up space. We’ve listened
to a lot of people talking about who
Muslim women are without actually
hearing Muslim women. So now, we

are speaking. And now, it’s your turn
to listen.”

And if you do care to listen — or
more accurately, read — then this book
provides many insights into the lived
experiences of Muslim women who try
to navigate Western societies, while
remaining true to the tenets of their
faith. And while the title of the book
assures us that It’s Not About the Burqa,
many of the essays in the book do, in
fact, deal with the issue of hijab, and
the inability of Western society in gen-
eral, and Western feminists in particu-
lar, to see beyond it. The world these
Muslim women inhabit seems unable
to look behind the veil that some of
these women have chosen to wear —
and that leaves them feeling both
unseen and unacknowledged as people
with agency.

My favourite essay that deals with
this subject is the one written by

Mariam Khan herself, provocatively
titled, Feminism needs to die. Ms Khan
describes how she came to identify as a
feminist, but how feminism (or ‘White
feminism’ as she terms it) fails to stand
up for Muslim women like her who
choose to wear the hijab. “I am tired of
being asked about the way I dress as a
Muslim woman...These people are look-
ing for ways to tell me I am not a femi-
nist. Those people want to tell me how
oppressed I am,” she writes. In her view,
“feminism as we know it needs to die
so it can stop building walls, so it can
develop and move forward to nurture a
sisterhood of Intersectional Feminists.”

Another interesting take comes from
Afshan D’Souza Lodhi who writes mov-
ingly about being a “kinda Muslim, fat,
South Asian hijabi” who is gay, and has
an on-off relationship with the hijab.
“The period of wearing hijab and not
wearing hijab didn’t exist in isolation. I

didn’t just wake up one day and become
a non-hijabi. There were transition
phases,” she explains. The world, she
says, constructs a “hijab binary” that
doesn’t allow for complex, contradicto-
ry people to exist. And she was a walk-
ing contradiction: “a queer Muslim”.
Except that Ms Lodhi no longer sees
that as a contradiction at
all. She no longer sees Islam

and queerness as opposi- Whatever the subject
tions. And she constantly matter, the one
reminds herself that just theme that runs
don’t through all these

because people

veil may be the first thing the world sees
when it looks at Muslim women, there is
a lot more to their lived experiences.
Hence the essays in the book are about
so much more than Islam and the veil.
Some are about the immigrant expe-
rience, that strange feeling of displace-
ment you feel when you are both from
a place and yet not of it.
There are others that
emanate from South Asian
culture, where patriarchy
is solidly entrenched and
the family honour is heav-

accept her doesn’t mean essays is that of being ily invested in the bodies

that Islam or Allah won’t. “othered”, of being
So, now Ms Lodhi is fearless seen as something

in embracing both her faith  exotic and foreign, as
and her sexuality. You can someone who

hear that bravery in her doesn'treally belong

voice as she proclaims, “I'm

done engaging in conversa-

tion with people who don’t understand

that human beings are complex. That I

can wear a hijab and a dress. That I can

be queer and Muslim. That I can exist.”
As the women who people this book

constantly remind us, while the hijab or

of women. Others are
about such tricky subjects
as trying to have a love life
outside of the bonds of a
marriage (that would ren-
der the sex “halal” rather
than “haram”).

One of the more interesting essays
is by Sufiya Ahmed (titled The First
Feminist) who grew up seeking valida-
tion in the life story of Khadija Bint
Khuwaylid, the first wife of the Prophet
(they married when she was 40 and he

was 25), who was both a divorcee and a
businesswoman.

The essay by Amna Saleem (Shame,
Shame, It Knows Your Name), that
explores the concept of “shame” and
“honour” within south Asian commu-
nities, will resonate with every woman,
irrespective of her religion or colour.
“Ultimately, at its creepy centre,” she
writes evocatively, “misogyny against
Muslim women is just two sides of the
same grubby coin. Zealots to the left of
me, racists to the right, forcing the rest
of us into the middle with their
nonsense.”

Whatever the subject matter, the one
theme that runs through all these essays
is that of being “othered”, of being seen
as something exotic and foreign, as
someone who doesn’t really belong. It
is that sense of alienation that gives this
book its power.

IT'S NOT ABOUT THE BURQA

Mariam Khan (ed)
Picador
256 pages, T699
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Indian R&D
IS pumping iron

Gap with today’s R&D leaders could close if India
maintains pace in tech-R&D, especially emerging tech

N MANY ASPECTS of the R&D ecosystem, India still lags global giantslike the
US, a handful of European nations and China. But, the indications of a new
energy within India and gathering enthusiasm from MNCs in investing in
India forwork on innovation are strong,and India will likely bridge a signifi-
cant part of the gap with the R&D giants of today in the coming years. Between 2015 and
2018, a Nasscom analysis reveals, India-domiciled countries filed 4,610 patent applica-
tions in the US,and in 2017/2018, technology-related applications (chiefly in computer
technology,communications technologyand emerging tech like AT, machine-learning, etc)
significantly outnumbered non-tech ones (mostly chemicals, pharma and mechanical
inventions).Tech-related filings,buoyed by emerging technology,nowmake fornearly 6 5%
of the patent-mix, up from 51% in 2015.Within tech patent-applications,emerging tech
such as Al internet of things, cloud computing and cybersecurity have steadily increased
their share from 38.3% in 2015 to 56.3% in 2017/18.0f 2,536 tech filings in the period,
51.7% are from Indian companies, 24.6% are from international companies, 7.7% from
indian start-ups,and 16% from others (academics, universities, academic and research
institutions and individuals). Patents have been granted for 4 2% of the filings,while in 55%
cases,theapplicationisalivebut pending grant.Theintellectual propertybeing created will
apply to a breadth of industry segments—from software applications to healthcare, from
telecom to e-commerce—but it is,again, the emerging areas of application (e-commerce,
navigation, digital payments, etc) that are driving growth.India, thus, is fast emerging asa
hotbed of intellectual-property (IP) creation,with a focus on emerging technologies.
Thisboost can be traced to the fact that,powered bya maturing start-up ecosystemand
theleaps in digital technology development, India is becoming a preferred destination for
MNCsto set up global capacity centres (GCCs). This isan evolution in itself—from being tech
back-offices propped bylower costsand plentiful talent,Indiaisnowbeing seenasaninno-
vation hub. From a mere delivery centre, India is now a value-centre.As pera study by Zin-
nov Consultingand Nasscom,over 1,250 MNCs now employa million-plus Indians for R&D
workat theirIndia-based GCCs compared to ~1,000 employing 745,000in FY15.The mar-
ket size,commensurately, has surged by 45%, from $19.4 billionin 2015 to $28.3 billion
in 2018.Awatertight testament of thisis thefact that Indiaisemergingas the preferred GCC
destination for MNCs based in the Asia-Pacific region—just Japan and Singapore account
formore than 64% of the installed Asia-Pacificbased GCCsin India.Thisvote of confidence
inIndia’s talent and policy environment for R&D—that too from hi-tech innovation-lead-
ers, in sharp contrast with India’s reputation as the Samarqand of jugaad innovation—is
for India’s reinvigorated R&D competence. Another positive that is emerging from India
becoming a MNC R&D dark horse is how this is democratising in terms of geopgraphy.
While Bengaluru remains the clear favourite—with Hyderabad, NCR, Pune and Mumbai
trailing—for various factors including cost advantages, MNCs are looking towards the
shinierTier 2 cities toset up their GCCsin.So,a Chandigarh,a Vadodara,an Ahmedabad and
aCoimbatoreareininthereckoning now.Nodoubt,therewill be significant gains for STEM
education infrastructure and local employment in not only these cities but also in their
respective states. Having gotten so far, India must make policy choices carefully—on, say,
education reform, IP protection, infrastructure creation—to add to the momentum.

Opinion

ATA FROM THE 4th
National Family Health
Survey(NFHS-4)2015-16
for the survey period
2013-15 has signaled a
monumental shift in modern Indian
demographics. For the first time in its
history, India has reached a TFR (Total
Fertility Rate) of 2.18,which isbelowthe
average world replacement rate of 2.3.

For developed countries where the
mortalityratesof childrenarelowdueto
higher health standards, the replace-
ment rate is set at 2.1 as per the UN.As
the NFHS-4 was conducted back in
2013-15,we followed the trendline of
theTFRtodetermine that India’s TFRwill
have fallen to about 2.0 by March 2019,
well past the developed countryreplace-
ment rate. This is shocking and surpris-
ingand must bevalidated in the coming
years by NFHS-5, which is being con-
ducted currently.

Known foritslarge population, India
is perceived as a countrywhich will ben-
efit from alarge demographic dividend.
As population growth moves past its
peak, we need to be acutely aware that
the population of our youth is on the
decline. Population growth is past its
peak. There are not enough young peo-
ple coming into India to replace the cur-
rent population. As can be seen in the
population pyramid chart,from NFHS 4,
there are fewer babies being born over
the last 10 years. The population pyra-
mid has inverted for the first time ever.
This rate of decline is only expected to

C2 FIRING UP NUCLEAR POWER

Vice-president Venkaiah Naidu

Considering the steep demand for power in the country,
role of nuclear energy in future would be quite significant
and we need to develop new and more efficient
technologies to utilise our resources to the maximum

DEMOGRAPHIC DISTRESS

ALTHOUGH INDIA'S POPULATION SKEW WILLNOT HAPPEN AT THE PACE AT WHICH IT DID IN CHINA,
ITMUST MOVE BEYOND POPULATION CONTROL POLICIES AND TOWARDS BRISK WEALTH-BUILDING

Will India get older
before it gets richer?

& YASH BAID

Pai is Chairman, Aarin Capital Partners
and Baid is head of research, 3one4 Capital

country’saverageagetoincrease overthe
next fewdecades.

An important question to be raised
here is will India become older before
becoming richer? This demographic
movementisamonumental event that
will significantly shape national poli-
ciesinthe coming decades,necessitat-
ing the government to take some diffi-
cult decisions.

Will there be enough wealth created
by the country’s working-class popula-
tion for the growing segment of longer-
living senior citizens that will increas-
inglyrelyon pensions? Chinawasable to
do this to an extent due to their spectac-
ulareconomicboom overthelast couple
of decades.Although India’s population
skewwill not happen at the paceatwhich
it did in China, India too will need to
move beyond policies for population
controland towardsbuildingwealthata
brisk pace. Here are a few noteworthy
measures the government will need to
prioritise:

Increasingwomen’s participationin
the workforce: To bolster the capacity

of wealth creation of India’s working
class, India must tap into the under-
utilised working-agewomen population.
According toa 2018 World Bank report,
the labour force participation rate
among females in India was 27% in
2018 while the world average stood at
48.5%.According to IMF research, rais-
ingwomen’s participation in the labour
force to the same level as men can boost
India’s GDPby 27% and contribute addi-
tively to India’s GDP growth everyyear.

Improving social security: Incen-
tivising investments in retirement
schemes like pensions is paramount
for India, given its changing demo-
graphic profile. Of every 10 Indian
workers, eight are informally
employed, with limited access to
retirement savings accounts. Further,
a growing middle-class is witnessing
increasing wage rates and an improv-
ing quality of life, which will result in
increased expectations for retire-
ment income. These dynamics are
resulting in what the WEF predicts is
the highest growth (10% CAGR) in

the retirement savings gap amongst
all large-population countries, as
India’s social security shortfall bur-
geons from $3 trillionin 2015 to $85
trillion in 2050.

Reimagining education for
tomorrow: Today’s job market is
vastly different from what it was a
decade back. Further, 65% of children
joining primary school todaywill even-
tually work in a job that does not yet
exist. To meet this skills-gap, the edu-
cation curriculum and delivery across
a student’s lifecycle requires a signifi-
cant revamp. There is also an urgent
need toreskillalarge chunk of popula-
tion that is stuck in legacy roles. The
government must work towards
reskilling workforces in industries
where job requirements are expected
to alter drastically because of the shift
in India’s demographics.
Implementing tech-enabled
healthcare: The use of technology in
healthcare coverage will be necessi-
tated with a growing older-aged pop-
ulation in India.With a doctor-to pop-
ulation-density of 1/1,700, the
country’s dearth of quality medical
talentisnota predicament that it can
soon overcome. Technology can be
revolutionary in delivering quality
healthcare services in India by
improving access, increasing effi-
ciency of diagnosis and care, and fur-
ther, reducing the cost of healthcare
delivery and insurance.

acceleratein the comingyears.Thisdoes
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17%in 2014 and 15% in 2009. What’s worse, this trend also holds for candidates facing
serious criminal charges thatinclude crimesagainstwomen,assault, murder,etc—this elec-
tion,13% of the candidates face such charges,against 11%in 2014 and 8%in 2009.From
theleft totheright, political parties have not shied away from fielding more candidates fac-
ing criminal charges than before—40% of the ruling BJP’s candidates face criminal cases
(33%in 2014 and 27% in 2009),the Congress clocks 39% (28%in 2014 and 27%in 2009),
while 58% of the candidates of the CPM, which has in fray only a fraction of the absolute
number of candidates fielded by the BJPand Congress,face criminal charges.In the outgo-
ing Lok Sabha, 30% of the members faced criminal charges,with 149% facing serious ones.

These figures nolonger shock—what does is,despite so-called systemic overhauls,crim-
inalisation of politics hasn’t been curbed meaningfully. While the Representation of the
People Act bars criminally-convicted lawmakers from contesting elections for a certain
number of years, the Supreme Court, in Lily Thomas vs Union of India (2013), brought in
immediate disqualification upon conviction, fixing theappealsloophole in debarring crim-
inal MPs/MLAs. Even then, with trials dragging on for years, the SC,in 2014, had to order
that trialsagainst lawmakers be completed withinayearof charges being framed.The gov-
ernmentsetup 12 special courtsin 2017 tofast-track such trials.This,again,wasn’t of much
avail—of 3,884 cases againstlawmakers,guiltyjudgmentswere pronouncedin 38 and 560
sawacquittals,the Centrehad informed the SCon September 11 lastyear.The Election Com-
mission of India has now made it mandatory for candidates with criminal cases to adver-
tise these details in popular newspapers and TV channels. But, there are ways to take the
bite out of the ECI’s directive—like advertising on TV at a time-slot when viewership is low
orusing the smallest ad space possible or mentioning only IPC/CrPC sections.Unless polit-
ical parties fix selection of candidates—Milan Vaishnav, in When Crime Pays, shows that a
candidatewith criminal charges stood nearly three times greatera chance of winning than
a clean candidate—muscle power will continue to trump clean, responsive politics.

The ADR analysis also highlights a rising tendency of parties to field rich candidates—
in fact, resource rich states like many from the North East, Goa, Uttarakhand, Rajasthan,
Odisha, Jharkhand fielded a higher proportion of rich candidates vis-a-vis developed, but
lessrecource-rich states like Punjab, Tamil Nadu, Keralaand Gujarat. While thisneeds tobe
studied further,a correlation between natural resource availability, political power and
money power can’t beignored.

TongueTIED

English-speaking correlated to caste, class & education;
public schools must shore up English teaching to bridge gaps

SURVEY BY THE Lok Foundation and Oxford University on English speakersin

India finds correlations between proficiencyand caste, class,and education. The

survey highlights that Indians who speak in English better are likely to have

higherlevels of education,largelybelong to the upper castesand be froman eco-
nomicallysound background.Just 6% of respondents could speak English against the 10%
reported by Census 2011.The survey highlights that 129% of the respondents from urban
areas could speak English as compared with 3% from rural areas.Not only that,41% of the
respondents who were economically better off could speak the language while just 2% of
the respondents who are poor could speak it. With regards to education, proficiency
increaseswith educational attainment—sharply so after Class X.Also,upper caste individ-
ualsare 3X more likely to speak English than SC/STs.

In a country where a large chunk of the population lives in rural areas and is poor, lack
of English skills is thus a serious handicap in higher educational attainment and employ-
ment prospects.M Azam,A Chinand N Prakash,ina 2013 article in Economic Development
and Cultural Change,a University of Chicago Pressjournal, point out that,in India, control-
ling forage,social group,schooling,geographyand proxies forabilities,men who speak flu-
ent English earna 34% higherhourlywage than menwho speakno Englishwhilemenwho
speak a little English earn 13% higher. Reaching better English speaking levels will need
concerted action on improving pedagogy in government schools, where children show
lower English comprehension levels than their private school peers.Indeed,a 2012 study
by EdCIL,a PSU,and NCERT, found that more than 549% of the teachers in primary schools—
whereteachersare expected toteachall subjectsand are not appointed to teach specifically
English—in eight sample states/UTs didn’t report using English often during the English
class.This basiclacunae in public education is onlya symptom of the largerills.

older country, where we can expect the
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Just figure out what
sells for peanuts today
and will command a
fortune in thirty

years or so

YOU, TOO, CAN make a fortune in the
art market. All you need is an eye for
important,beautiful works, some spare
cashandatime machine.Ifyoulack the
ability to go back a decade or more to
buywhat we now knowwill bring huge
prices,well,then,making great returns
in artisvery,very hard.

We were reminded of this courtesy
of the sale earlier this week of one of
Claude Monet’s haystacks paintings,
Meules (1890). The painting was auc-
tioned at Sotheby’s in New York for
$110.7 million,arecord sum forawork
by an impressionist. According to the
Financial Times, the price, including
auctioneer fees, was 44 times more
than the $2.5 million the painting
fetched when last sold at auction in
1986.Thisworks out to an annual rate
of return of 12.2% over 33 years.Then
yesterday,the estate of SINewhouseJr.,
the former Condé Nast chairman,auc-
tioned at Christies in New York Jeff
Koons’s stainless steel Rabbit. At $91
million,itsetarecord foralivingartist.
According to Architectural Digest,New-
housebought the sculpturein 1992 for
$1 million. At 91 times more than the
sculpture cost 27 years ago, this works
out to an annual rate of return of
18.29%.Before you look at these gains
and assume thatinvestinginart seems
like a sure thing, some cautionary
words are in order. The problem with
this is that investors tend to notice the
big winners, while ignoring the works
of art (or otherassets) that fail to appre-
ciate in value. Statistically, the vast
majority of investments have returns
that are nothing like this; some even
lose value.

This tendency to give too much
weight to the bigwinners while exclud-
ing the losers—otherwise known as
survivorship bias—has a long and sto-
ried historyin investing. Mutual funds

RITHOLTZ

Bloomberg

were the first great example of this:
Funds tend toregularly close downand
disappear due to poor performance.
The Vanguard Group and Dimensional
Funds Advisors each separately found
thatabout half of funds closewithin 15
years. When the losers get killed off, it
makes the average performance of the
survivors look that much better.

How much better? Vanguard noted
that 629% of survivinglarge-capitalisa-
tion value funds outperformed their
specific benchmark. But taking
account of the funds that shut lowers
theratetojust 46% after five yearsand
the disparity gets bigger the further out
you go. Larry Swedroe of the BAM
alliance points to an earlier study by
Lipper: In 1986, it reviewed 568 stock
funds,with an average annual return of
13.4%. By 1996, those returns had
improved to 14.7%. During that 10-
year period, almost a quarter of the
funds disappeared. These tended to be
the worst performing funds, and once
they exited the database, the survivors
registered acumulative 1.3 percentage
point  improvement—essentially
accounting for all of the increase in
returns.

The art equivalent of this are all of
the works buried in attics and base-
ments and, most impressively, in stor-
age at museums. Take two big muse-
ums in New York: The Metropolitan
Museum of Art's modern and contem-
porary art collection alone contains
more than 12,000 works. Not faraway,
the Museum of Modern Art hasalmost
200,000 modern works. Most of these
wouldn't fetch nine figures at auction.

It is human nature to look at big
winners after-the-fact, while failing to
include theimpact of thelosers.Itisnot
what we see that matters so much as
what we do not see.

Other collectible luxury items sim-

ing rich by investing in art is so easy

ilarly attract attention from time to
time. Fine wine has been popular, as
have collectible cars. Recall the end of
2018, which was a disappointing year
for US equities,and an even worse one
for overseas stocks. The Wall Street
Journal reported that luxury goods
such aswine,art,classic cars and exotic
colored diamonds did better than
stocks and bonds in 2018. Well, not
exactly.It's only afterwe adjust forall of
those items thatweren't counted in the
investment-returns analysis that we
can makea sound judgment about per-
formance.

This is the problem with drawing
any conclusions from these sorts of
one-off events orsales of greatly appre-
ciated noveltyassets. Mutual fundsare
assets designed to appreciate and be
held cheaply, but the same cannot be
said for these other collectibles. Every-
thing from art to antique Ferraris to
fine wine to jewelry requires storage
and insurance—costs that can add up.

Author and investment adviser
William ] Bernstein points out that
much of the appreciation in art and
other collectibles is really just a lesson
in the magic of compounding. One
painting by one of the Old Masters
bought from the artist for the equiva-
lent of $100 and sold 350 years later
for hundreds of millions of dollars
returned just 3.3 percent annually, he
calculated. “If you save and you have
even a modest rate of return over hun-
dreds of years, then you’ll have a fabu-
lous amount of money” he said on our
Masters in Business podcast.

Selecting appreciated investments
after the fact is easy. Instead, consider
this challenge: Whatwork of art are you
willing to buy and hold for sale in
20527 That question reveals just how
difficult investing in collectible assets
reallyis.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

BJP should drop
Pragya Singh Thakur

Pragya Singh Thakur, the terror
accused in Malegaon blast case and
the BJP nominee for the Bhopal Lok
Sabha seat, emphatically said that
Mahatma Gandhi's killer Nathuram
Godse is a patriot and would remain
a patriot for ever! By praising the
assassin of Gandhi, Pragya justified
the murder of the Father of the nation
and deserves to be punished for her
high-handed utterance, even though
she later apologised for the same.
The BJP which has nominated the
terror accused to contest the Bhopal
seat as if there was no other worthy
person in the party to be fielded,
should bow its head in shame over
the encomium paid by their 'saint’
nominee to a cold-blooded
murderer. If the saffron party is truly
nationally-minded as it boasts of
being, it should instruct Pragya to
withdraw her nomination from the
election as she has also lost all moral
right to enter Parliament. Will the BJP,
immersed as it is in the RSS
indoctrination, come forward?

— Shalini Gerald, Chennai

BJP, TMC shame India

It is unfortunate that the bust of 19th
century educationist and social
reformer Ishwar Chandra
Bandopadhyay, known by the
honorific Vidyasagar, was
vandalised on Tuesday. Looking at
the media reports, both the parties,
the TMC and the BJP, seem equally
responsible for letting their workers
run riot. Neither party has
apologised. What to talk of apology,
when Kolkata was burning, our PM
was counting seats stating that the
BJP will cross 300-mark on its own.
Further, with its credibility coming
under a cloud repeatedly, the ECI
didn't declare end of campaigning
on Wednesday, what with the PM's
rallies at Dumdum and
Mathurapur(WB) on Thursday.

— Satish Khosla, Chandigarh
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DAMANIA

An aviation expert and a leading
commentator on Indian aviation
Views are personal

JET AIRWAYS

A flight plan

gone wrong

Jet, which billed itself as India’s oldest private
airline and dominated Indian skies for two decades,
turned out to be a disastrous, hollow organisation,
taking things day-by-day on dwindling resources
and frantically looking for an investor who would
pump in money. There is much in the national
narrative about getting Jet flying again. The
dismaying truth is that this is simply not possible

UST LAST YEAR, Jet Airways

celebrated its 25th anniversary.

It pulled out all the stops in the

celebration, heralding the mile-

stone with a swish commemo-
rative logo, and revelled in the fulsome
praise lavished on it from all quarters.
Notable among all the compliments it
basked in — besides the praise for its
fleet,crew and service quality — was the
hardiness with which it had survived,
for decades, a variety of external body
blows. Steep hikes in aviation fuel
prices, global currency fluctuations,
industry challenges and fierce compe-
tition, both global and domestic — it
had survived all these. Naresh Goyal
took along,deep bow.

It certainly seemed obvious that Jet
Airways, like otherairlines,had made the
most of the vaunted Indian aviation
boom. An April 2018 report shows that
the sector experienced 42 months of
double-digit revenue per kilometre
(RPK) growth and the load factor on all
airlineswere in the 90 per cent range.All
the parameters showed a robust and
growingaviation environment.All other
Indianairlinesalso reflected growth and
income consonant with these numbers.

All this came swiftly crashing to the
ground in the beginning of 2019, witha
growing degree of aircraft grounded due
to non-payment of lease rentals, and
then, the death knell: “Suspension of
operations”,whichisvirtuallya terminal

ILLUSTRATION: ROHNIT PHORE

closure. The airline that billed itself as
India’s oldest private airline, and had
dominated the Indian skies for two
decades, turned out to be a disastrous,
hollow organisation, taking things day
by day on rapidly dwindling resources
and frantically looking for an investor
whowould pump in money.Total closure
wasimminent and more than 22,000 Jet
employees found their paychecks had
vanished. Scores of people employed by
the many support services met with the
same fate. Lessors pulled back their air-
craft,leaving Jet Airways with a sad fleet
of one Boeing 737 and five ATRs in the
end. Rival airlines are now
quickly picking up the
experienced Jet pilots and
engineers,and the peerless
cabin crew that were the
pride of the airline, report-
edlyat much lower salaries.

The flood of financial
irregularities coming to
light was particularly
shocking: Jet Airways was
in debt in excess of Rs
8,500 crore to Indian
banks, the largest expo-
sure was of the State Bank

of India. The other Indian deceased patient ...
at the graveyard

banks include the Punjab
National Bank, Yes Bank,

The circus
surrounding the
deceased airline

resembles the
bizarre sight of a again. The dismaying
phalanx of medical
personnel
pretending to
resuscitate a

confiscated. But what was being done to
stem this horrific haemorrhaging of
public money and is any attempt being
made to stop Goyal from leaving India?
Was there any plan to impound his
array of assets? Did anyone realise that
Goyal and the Jet Airways debacle was
much larger than Vijay Mallya and
Kingfisher Airlines?

Even more chilling in this case was,
once again, the fact that the largest
component of the financial exposure
was to government-owned banks and
organisations. Obviously, this was a
massive mismanagement of money,
not possible without the aid of individ-
uals who had misused their power.
Banks, for all purposes, must now sup-
ply explanations for a slew of inexplic-
able decisions made over the years.
Croreswere disbursed to the airline,but
against what collateral? Then there is
the bizarre SBI defiance in not declar-
ing the airline an NPA, and insisting it
is not an NPA as late as March 25.If Jet
is wound up, will the banks really
recover any money?

There is so much pontification now
about selling the airline. But what is left
forabuyer? An airline’s main assets are
its aircraft, flying rights, slots, parking
rightsand its personnel. Parking rights
and slots in Mumbai and Delhi, and in
cities abroad are priceless assets.These
have now been taken up by Indigo,
Spice]Jet, Vistara, GoAir and Air Asia in
India, and they are not fools to give
them up easily.

I may claim a rather unique perspec-
tive to an understanding of the Jet Air-
ways situation. I started Damania Air-
ways in 1993, the same year Jet Airways
began.But when I saw the writing on the
aviation wall a little over two years later,
I made an extremely painful decision: I
handed the airline, intact, to new
investors. At that point, the complica-
tionsin Indian aviation were so suffocat-
ing because of government regulations,
noairline could survive without contort-
ing itself into untenable positions.

Many trusted Jet Airways to practice
and maintain superior management so
that their personal lives are not
affected.The agonising plight of Jet Air-
ways staff now could have been
avoided. In fact, just recently a finance
company froze the savings of Jet staff
from their forex debit cards to recover
the airline’s outstanding.
This scramble to recover
monies at the expense of
innocents is taking things
to a new depth of cruelty.

There is much in the
national narrative about
getting the airline flying

truth is that this is simply
not possible. The airline
has been abandoned into
the hands of people who
just want their money
back — banks and lenders.

Jet Airways unfortu-
nately is not coming back.
It simply cannot. What is

IDBI, Canara Bank, ICIC] "-eSSSSSSSSS———= worse, Mallya and Goyal

Bank, Indian Overseas

Bank and Syndicate Bank. Who had
approved these loans down the years?
Why had more and more good money
been thrown after the bad debt for
years? Had any promoter guarantees
been taken? Why hadn’t forensic finan-
cial audits been conducted? If it was
conducted,what are the findings? What
actions had been taken by the banks
after raids by the Income Tax depart-
ment on Jet offices last year,which had
apparently discovered gross financial
management? Above all, what was the
full extent of the loss? What about the
airline’s statutory dues like provident
fund, ESIC, TDS, service tax, GST, etc?
What does Jet owe to the Airports
Authority of India, Indian Oil and other
fuel companies,which are also govern-
ment bodies?

This is not just a chilling replay of
the Kingfisher Airlines debacle,because
it is much larger in magnitude. Vijay
Mallya had fled to London and was
ensconced in some kind of financial
immunity, though, here in India,
Mallya’s houses, cars, and assets were

HE ANNIVERSARY OF the
signing of the first Interna-
tional Telegraph Convention
and the creation of the Interna-
tional Telecommunication
Union (ITU)is celebrated on May 17 as the
World Telecommunication and Informa-
tion Society Day. The theme this year is
‘Bridging the Standardization Gap’. The
Secretary General of the ITU, Houlin Zhao,
has indicated in his message that the
upcoming 5G standards,augmented by Al
and autonomous systems, will support a
new range of applications from self-dri-
ving cars to safer and smarter cities.
Standards promote interoperability,
and actasa platform forlarge-scale adop-
tion of technologies. Standard bodies such
as the ITU, Institute of Electrical and Elec-
tronics Engineers (IEEE), 3rd Generation
Partnership Project (3GPP), American
National Standards Institute (ANSI) and
International Organization for Standard-
ization (ISO) have been promoting stan-
dards for the development and adoption
of technologies worldwide.Although some
countries and companies developed coun-
try-specific standards—such as the Time
Division-Synchronous Code Division
Multiple Access (TD-SCDMA) by China
and Betamax (video tape recording stan-
dard) developed by Sony—most failed to
attractadoption.Oz Shy,the noted econo-

Standards for ethical,
trustworthy design

The role of tech standards,
their global versus local
nature, and the need for

interdisciplinary approach SRIDHAR

The author is professor, llIT-Bangalore

mist, in hisbook*The Economics of Networte
Industries’ illustrates how countries and
firms benefit by mutually recognising
standards compared to recognising their
own standards in their product offering.
Most technology standards developed
so far are, in general, country- or region-
agnostic—such as the IEEE 802.11 stan-
dard for Wi-Fi or the Long Term Evolution
(LTE) by 3GPP. However, as autonomous
systems powered by AI and big data are
being deployed across sectors, countries
have started developing local standards
and guidelines for privacy protection, pre-
serving human rights and expressions,

traceability, and accountability for legal
protection, amongst others. One of the
reasons for this emerging paradigm is that
attributes such as privacy,data protection,
sovereignty of nations,and human auton-
omy can have different connotations and
interpretations across demographics,gen-
der, race, religion, and geographical
regions. Hence, it is a challenge for global
firms to produce products and services
that meet the varying standards.

To cite oneinitiative that has garnered
worldwide support is the Unicode Stan-
dard for consistent encoding, representa-
tion,handling of text expressed in most of

WORLD TELECOM DAY

have brought global
shame to the Indian aviation industry
by making Kingfisher and Jet Airways
the laughing stock of the international
aviation sector. The damage done will
now take years to undo.

Indeed the circus surrounding the
deceased airline is now resembling the
bizarre sight of a phalanx of medical
personnel pretending to resuscitate a
deceased patient at the graveyard. All
the key management of the airline has
resigned. The fleet has gone. The slots
and parking bays have been handed
over to competitors. The employees
have been abandoned. And, the powers
that be, including the SBI, are still
brazenly prattling on about finding a
buyer.The latest supposedlyinterested
party operates out of an industrial gala
in Chakala,Andheri, called East Darwin
Platform holdings. There is another, a
formerair passenger service agent,and
some other small bidders.These are the
kind of unsolicited bidders the banks
are reaching out to now.

Jet Airways has, very unfortunately,
crashed, Ladies and Gentlemen.

Is the NBFC crisis
imminent?

DEY

The author teaches finance at IIM
Bodh Gaya. Views are personal

v

Should commercial banks take over
ailing but systemically important NBFCs?

Bl AND SEBI HAVE to tighten regulatory super-
vision as NBFCs are going to face an impending
crisis.Thatisattributed toliquidity crunchin the
NBFCsectorand can potentiallyretard the pace of
financialintermediation and induce systematic
risk in the financial system. MCA states that overleveraging,
squeezed credit flow, asset-liability mismatch and misadven-
turesbya fewlarge entitiesare some causes servingarecipe for
this disaster.Canwe makea systematicattempt to understand
the crisis?

RBI’sFSR (June 2018) mentions that NBFC sector aggregate
balance sheet size stood at ¥22.1 trillion. But there is a stark
declinein share capital growth of NBFCsin 2017-18—anega-
tive growth rate of 58%between 2017-18 and 2016-17,while
borrowings grewat 19.1%.Itimplies that the capital structure
mix of NBFCsislikely tobe overleveraged. Loans and advances
of thesectorhaveincreased by 21.2% with investments grow-
ing by 13.4%.Net income showed a positive growth of 30.8%
in 2017-18.ReturnonAssetsand Return on Equitywere 1.9%
and 8.4%in 2017-18,respectively.

Fromasset qualityand capital adequacyviewpoint, GNPAs
of the NBFC sector as a percentage of total advances had gone
downfrom 6.1%in 2016-17105.8%in 2017-18.NBFCs’cap-
ital adequacy ratio (CRAR) notched up from 229% in 2016-17
t022.9%in 2017-18,but decreased from 27.5%in 2013-14.
NBEFC sector had about 15% combined exposure to capital
marketand real estatein 2017-18.

So,we can infer NBFCs have leveraged their capital struc-
ture with more debt and lesser equities. It is understood from
FSR 2018 that NBFCs are the largest net borrowers of funds
from the financial system with gross payables (current liabili-
ties) of 7,170 billion and gross receivables (current assets) of
%419 billion in March 2018. So, the current ratio (current
assets/current liabilities),beingayardstick of liquidity,isaslow
as 0.058 (much below finance industry benchmark).

Abreakup of gross payables
indicates that NBFCs received s
449 of funds from scheduled
commercial banks followed by
33% from AMC-MFs,and 19%
from insurance companies.
Long-term debt funds followed
bylong-termloansand CPswere
major sources of fund raising for
NBFCsin2017-18.

NBFCs have been
plagued with
liquidity, maturity
problems, but they
have reportedly a

NBFCs are facing a maturity high Capltal.
problembetween theirrate-sen- adequacy ratio
sitive assets and liabilities aris- o —
ing from assets (long-term
loans) and liabilities (short-term borrowings) mismatch. This,
coupledwith liquidity,posesa threat to theirsolvencythat can
showa declining net worth.

RBI had conducted stress tests on the credit risk for NBFC
sectorand individual NBFCsfor 2017-18 and found that under
apessimistic scenario (sudden increase in GNPAsat 99%level
of confidence),NBFCs’capital adequacyratio/CRARwill decline
to 20.4% which is still above the prescribed level of 15% for
tier-I & II capital. For individual NBFCs, around 10% of com-
panies would not be able to comply with the minimum regu-
latory norms under the said pessimistic scenario.

Can the crisis be averted? NBFCs have been plagued with
liquidity and maturity problems, but they have reportedly a
high capitaladequacyratio.So,based on the twoindicators,one
can only conjecture the likelihood of a crisis. For confirming
this phenomenon,we have tolookinto the FSR (issue 18)likely
tobereleased inamonth’s time. Meanwhile,RBI and SEBI must
take measures similar to PCA devised for banksin FY17.

NBFCs cannot depend on AMC-MFs or commercial banks
forfundraisingastherolloverriskhasincreased and asset-lia-
bility mismatch has widened. So, internal financing from
reserves and surpluses can be away out but for a few. Injection
of fresh equities from the capital market maynotbe possibleas
the market sentiment hasbeen muted post the debacle of afew
large players in housing and real estate. Long-term bond mar-
ketisnotmature enough tomeet the sectorrequirement. Bail-
ing outalarge number of NBFCs is not a solution due to moral
hazard and principal-agent dichotomy. Should commercial
banks come forward and take over ailing but systemically
important NBFCs? We have no straight answer. Principle-based
financial reporting for 2018-19 would give a clear picture
where NBFCs stand. A few may survive and many could fall—
asset-light NBFCs can withstand the test of time as compared
toasset-heavy ones.

the world’s writing systems.The standard
ismaintained by the Unicode Consortium,
and as on March 2019 the most recent ver-
sion—Unicode 12.0—contains arepertoire
0f 137,993 characters covering 150 mod-
ernand historicscripts,aswellas multiple
symbol sets and emojis. Organisations
such as the ICANN have adopted Unicode
asareplacement of ANSI.

Notable work has been started by the
IEEE Global Initiative on Ethics of
Autonomous and Intelligent Systems
along with organisations such as the
Japanese Society for Artificial Intelligence,
the Dalai Lama Center for Ethics and

Transformative Values at MIT,and the Sys-
tems, Man,and Cybernetics Society in the
development of standards on Ethically
Aligned Design (EAD)—the first version of
which has been released in March 2019.
Building on eight core principles such as
human rights, well-being, transparency
and accountability, the EAD is likely to
inspire IEEE P7000 series of standards in
the future forAland autonomous systems.
As machines powered by Al increasingly
mediate our cultural, societal, economic
and even political interactions, the EAD
augurswell. A couple of examples from the
EAD deserve attention. Our societies have
notyet established standards or guidelines
astohowhuman normsandvalues should
be incorporated into intelligent and
autonomous systems. The values vary
across cultures, regions and races. How-
ever, when the autonomous systems
increasingly take over human oversight
and autonomy in many aspects of our
lives, then they need to incorporate and
learn the norms and values of the societies
withwhich theyinteract.The systemsand
algorithms must act responsibly without
any bias or discrimination; embedding
cleartraceability of the causes of failure, if
any; and be responsible and accountable.
The recent enactment of algorithmic
accountability requirements (in the US)
require standards for verification and val-

idation of algorithms that are embedded
in autonomous systems.

As technologies such as mobile broad-
band, roboticvoice assistant,face recogni-
tion and biometric sensors embrace indi-
viduals and societies, an interdisciplinary
approach to ethical and trustworthy
autonomous systems is the need of the
hour.In aresearch paper that appeared in
the ‘Nature’, a collection of 23 authors
from as many countries and institutions
pointed out that the study of Al systems
and machine behaviour requires cross-
disciplinary efforts including computer
scientists, social scientists, economists,
psychologists and lawyers.Research insti-
tutes and government funding agencies
can playaveryimportantrolein the design
and development of large-scale neutral
and interdisciplinary studies in AI, which
can explore, apart from the technical
aspects, the principles from other sciences
to build guidelines and standards for
autonomous systems.

China has taken the lead, with close to
$15 billion investment in Al research. In
India, the NITI Aayog has drafted a strat-
egyforAl, proposing creation of a National
AI Marketplace (NAIM). Hopefully, these
initiatives should promote the develop-
ment of standardised autonomous prod-
ucts and systems that behave responsibly
and even with a bit of emotion!
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TELLING NUMBERS

A few more women candidates

than in last LS polls,

still just 8.8%

WOMEN IN PARLIAMENT, PARLIAMENTARY POLLS
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OF THE 8,048 candidates contesting
this year’s Lok Sabha elections, 711 are

SELECTED PARTIES, 2019

women, according to an analysisby ~ Party | CANDIDATES {Proportion
Ashoka University's Trivedi Centre for Women; TOtali Diyemel)
Political Data. The 711 women repre- ~ TMC | 23 62 371%
sentonly 8.8%of the fray,butthatisstill ~ BJD L7 21 | 333%
the highestinsixdecades,and margin-  SAD ) 10 ! 20.0%
ally better than the 7.6% in2014. YSRCP 4 25 | 16.0%
The representation of women  cpy {10 69 | 14.5%
MPs s.hows. a mixed l;rend in the RID 3 o1 | 14.3%
analysis. It dipped consistently from : : !
1962 to 1977, after which it has gen- ~ €ong | 24 421 4 128%
erally risen, with occasional excep- ~ BIP | 95 1436 | 126%
tions. Women'’s representation  SP | 6 49 | 12.2%
among MPsreached 11.6%intheout-  TDP 3 i25 || 12.0%
going Lok Sabha, the highest yet. _ TRS ) 17 | 11.8%
Ampng the states and Umon AAP ' 4 35 | 11.4%
Territories, Chandigarh has the highest : 5 .
female representation among candi- SSena {9 : 98 9.2%
dates this year, at one-fourth. Among DMK Z j:24 gely
thelarger states, Odishawith 155%has ~ JD(U) 2 25 | 8.0%
the highestrepresentation. Attheother ~ BSP | 26 384 | 6.8%
extreme are Nagaland, Daman & Diu,  AIADMK | 1 22 i 45%
Lakshadweep, Dadra & Nagar Haveli, ncp 11 34 2.9%

Arunachal Pradesh and Manipur,
where no women are contesting.
Among the parties, the BJP and
the Congress have each fielded one
woman among every eight candi-
dates — respectively 55 out of 436,
and 54 out of 421. Smaller parties
such as J&K’s PDP (1 out of 2) and
Tamil Nadu/Puducherry’s NTK (16
out of 33) have given half their tick-

Source: Trivedi Centre for Political Data

ets to women. Among the more
prominent regional parties, the
Trinamool Congress and the BJD have
given one-third or more of their tick-
ets to women, compared to just one
in 34 given by the NCP. The INLD,
[UML and AGP have not fielded any
women candidates.

PERCENTAGE OF WOMEN CANDIDATES IN 2019

STATES WITH AT LEAST STATES/UTs WITH LESS THAN
10 LOK SABHA SEATS 10 LOK SABHA SEATS

Odisha ] 15.5%  Chandigarh NN 25%
Chhattsigarh m—— 13.9%  Mizoram —— 16.7%
Assam _— 11.7% Goa I 16.7%
W Bengal = 10.9%  Tripura = 13.0%
UP I 10.6%  Meghalaya —m 11.1%
Jharkhand s 10.5%  Puducherry s 11.1%
MP [ 91%  Delhi [ 9.8%
Maharashtra = 9.0%  Sikkim _ 91%
Bihar | 89%  Uttarakhand 7.7%
Rajasthan el 88%  A&NIslands = 6.7%
Kerala — 8.8% J&K = 3.8%
Andhra == 8.8%  Himachal | 2.2%
Punjab _— 8.6%  Nagaland

TamilNadu s 7.7%  Daman & Diu

Gujarat ] 73%  Lakshadweep

Telangana m=m 59% DN&H

Karnataka 5.0%  Arunachal

Haryana - 49%  Manipur

Source: Trivedi Centre for Political Data
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Article 324 and role of ECI

The Election Commission has invoked its powers under Art 324 to curtail campaigning in West Bengal
following violence in Kolkata. What powers does the Constitution give ECI; how has SCinterpreted Art 324?

FA1ZAN MUSTAFA

THE ELECTION Commission of India passed
an unprecedented order Wednesday, end-
ing the campaign in West Bengal at 10 pm
the following day instead of 5 pm on May 17
as was notified earlier, and is the norm. It also
removed the state’s Home Secretary, and a
senior police officer.

The decisions were taken under Article
324 of the Constitution, in response to street
violence in Kolkata between cadres of the BJP
and Trinamool Congress.

Just a month earlier, on April 15, the ECI
had told the Supreme Court that its powers to
discipline politicians who sought votes in the
name of caste or religion were “very limited”
— only to turn around and crack the whip on
Yogi Adityanath, Maneka Gandhi, Mayawati,
and Azam Khan after being scolded by the
court, which also said it would examine the
ambit of the Commission’s powers.

ECI's freedom, responsibility

There are just five Articles in Part XV
(Elections) of the Constitution. The
Constituent Assembly was concerned
mainly with ensuring the independence of
the Election Commission. Babasaheb
Ambedkar introduced this Article on June 15,
1949, saying “the whole election machinery
should be in the hands of a Central Election
Commission, which alone would be entitled
to issue directives to returning officers,
polling officers and others”.

Article 324 vests “in an Election
Commission” the “superintendence, direc-
tion and control of elections”. Parliament en-
acted The Representation of the People Act,
1950 and The Representation of the People
Act, 1951 todefine and enlarge the powers of
the Commission.
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Mamata Banerjee on the last day of campaigning in West Bengal. P11

The Supreme Court in Mohinder Singh Gill
& Anrvs The Chief Election Commissioner, New
Delhi and Ors (1977) held that Article 324
“operates in areas left unoccupied by legisla-
tion and the words ‘superintendence, direc-
tion and control’ as well as ‘conduct of all
elections’ are the broadest terms”. The
Constitution has not defined these terms.

Article 324, the court said, “is a plenary
provision vesting the whole responsibility
for national and State elections” in the ECI
“and, therefore, the necessary powers to dis-
charge that function”.

The framers of the Constitution, the court
said, had left “scope for exercise of residuary
power by the Commission, inits own right, as
a creature of the Constitution, in the infinite
variety of situations that may emerge from
time to time...”

Importantly, however, the court, while ob-
serving that “legislators are not prophets but
pragmatists”, and that the “comprehensive

provision in Art. 324 (is) to take care of sur-
prise situations”, underlined that “that power
itself has to be exercised, not mindlessly nor
mala fide, nor arbitrarily nor with partiality
butin keeping with the guidelines of the rule
of law and not stultifying the Presidential no-
tification nor existing legislation.”

The court observed: “No one is an im-
perium inimperio in our constitutional order.
Itisreasonable to hold that the Commissioner
cannot defy the law armed by Art. 324.
Likewise, his functions are subject to the
norms of fairness and he cannot act arbitrar-
ily. Unchecked power is alien to our system.”

ECI’s role in West Bengal

The Representation of the People
(Amendment) Act, 1988 (Act 1 of 1989) in-
troduced Section 28A in the RP Act of 1951,
which said that all officers deployed for the
conduct of an election “shall be deemed to
be on deputation to the Election

Commission” from the notification of the
election to the declaration of the results, and
“such officers shall, during that period, be
subject to the control, superintendence and
discipline of the Election Commission”.

The situation in West Bengal — of some
violence and vandalism, which was neither
new nor alarming and critical — is covered
by existing laws, and there was no need to
invoke the residuary power granted to the
ECIby Article 324. The ECI took action against
officers for failing in their duties — nothing
more was required, except the ordering of a
probe. It does seem that the ECI did not take
adequate precautions in West Bengal in spite
of violence in the first six phases.

In N P Ponnuswami (1952), the Supreme
Court held that even courts do not have the
power to interfere with the electoral process,
a view that it reiterated in Special Reference
No. 1(2002). Last week, the court rejected a
plea seeking a direction to the ECI to advance
the timing of voting to 5.30 am for the last
phase of the election in view of the heatand
the fasting of Muslims during the month of
Ramzan, saying “We cannot get into poll
times. It is the Election Commission’s call.”

The ECI’s credibility has suffered during
these elections.

It had no convincing logic for a seven-
phase election in West Bengal or a three-
phase vote ina single constituency in Jammu
and Kashmir, and gave no reason for not
holding simultaneous Assembly elections in
J&K and by-elections in Tamil Nadu. In taking
action on complaints of violations of the
Model Code of Conduct, it has been selective.

The reduction of the campaign time in
West Bengal by 19 hours — to 10 pm on
Thursday — seems clearly arbitrary. The ECI
has punished candidates of the Congress,
Left, and Independents — both in the con-
stituency where the violence took place and
elsewhere — for no fault of theirs.

As the Supreme Court has underlined, ab-
solute power is the antithesis of constitution-
alism. Article 324 protects the ECI, but does
not allow it to become a law unto itself.

(The author is a well-known expert of
constitutional law)

Humanist, feminist: Why Vidyasagar matters

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
NEW DELHI,MAY 16

THE MAN whom Michael Madhusudan Dutt,
the 19th century pioneer of Bengali drama,
described as having “the genius and wisdom
of an ancient sage, the energy of an
Englishman and the heart of a Bengali
mother”, was born Iswarchandra
Bandopadhyay on September 26, 1820, in
Birsingha village of Midnapore district in a
poor Brahmin family.

After his elementary education,
Iswarchandra moved to Calcutta, where he
studied Sanskrit grammiar, literature, Vedanta
philosophy, logic, astronomy, and Hindu law,
and received the title of Vidyasagar — Ocean
of Learning — at age 21. Privately, he studied
English literature and philosophy. When he
was barely 30, Vidyasagar was appointed
principal of Calcutta’s Sanskrit College.

The Ocean of Learning, who s said to have
studied under street lights as a child, was also
the “Daya’r Sagar” — Ocean of Compassion —
who literally wept at the sight of the poor and
destitute, and is said to have spent his salary
and scholarships on their welfare.

But his most enduring contributions were
asan educationist and reformer of traditional
upper caste Hindu society. The focus of his re-
form was women — he spent his life’s ener-
gies trying to ensure an end to the practice of

child marriage and to initiate widow marriage.
His Bengali primer, the Borno Porichoy,
reconstructed the modern Bengali alphabet,
and remains, more than 125 years after his
deathin 1891, almost every child’s introduc-
tion to learning and writing the language.

Vidyasagar’s rationalism

Nineteenth-century Hinduism, Max
Weber wrote in his 1916 study

Reforms for women

In a paper written in 1850, Vidyasagar
launched a powerful attack on the practice
of marrying off girls aged 10 or even younger,
pointing to social, ethical, and hygiene issues,
and rejecting the validity of the Dharma
Shastras that advocated it.In 1855, he wrote

his two famous tracts on the Marriage of

Hindu Widows, grounding his argument in
reason and logic, showing that

on The Religion of India: The
Sociology of Hinduism and
Buddhism, had “become a com-
pound of magic, animism and
superstition”. Social conditions
and practicesreflected deepre-
ligious obscurantism, and the
immutable hierachies and seg-
regations of caste.

there was no prohibition on
widows remarrying in the en-
tire body of ‘Smriti’ literature
(the Sutras and the Sastras).
While stating that he did feel
compassion for “our miserable
widows”, the great rationalist
stressed “that I did not take up
my pen before I was fully con-

The humanist reformism
of RajaRammohanRoy (1772-
1833), Akshay Kumar Dutt

Vidyasagar (1820-91)

vinced that the Sastras explicitly
sanction their remarriage. This
conviction I have come to after

(1820-86)and Vidyasagar was

shot through with a powerful rationalism
that rejected the decadence of contempo-
rary Hindu society, and questioned the bases
of the faith in which it claimed to have its
roots. Roy founded the Brahmo Sabha;
Vidyasagar and Dutt were agnostics who re-
fused to discuss the supernatural —
Vidyasagar once said that given the amount
of work he had in this world, he did not have
the time to ponder what lay beyond.

a diligent, dispassionate and
careful examination of the subject and I can

now safely affirm that in the whole range of

our original Smritis there is not one single text
which canestablish anything to the contrary”.

Alongside the campaign for widow re-
marriage, Vidyasagar campaigned against
polygamy. In 1857, a petition for the prohibi-
tion of polygamy among Kulin Brahmins was
presented to the government with 25,000
signatures. The revolt of the sepoys resulted

in postponement of action on this petition,
butin 1866, Vidyasagar inspired another pe-
tition, this time with 21,000 signatures.

In the 1870s, Vidyasagar wrote two bril-
liant critiques of polygamy, arguing to the
government that since polygamy was not
sanctioned by the sacred texts, there could be
no objection to suppressing it by legislation.

The lasting impact

Two thousand copies of Vidyasagar’s first
pamphlets on widow remarriage were sold
outinaweek,and areprint of another 3,000
was sold out as well. These were unprece-
dented sales figures for that time.

On October 14, 1855, Vidyasagar peti-
tioned the Government of India asking that
it “take into early consideration the propriety
of passing a law (as annexed) to remove all
obstacles to the marriage of Hindu widows
and to declare the issue of all such marriages
to be legitimate”.

On July 16, 1856, The Hindu Widows’
Remarriage Act, known as Act XV, was
passed. Inspired by Vidyasagar, a number of
literary men produced dramas advocating
the remarriage of widows, in Bengal and
elsewhere, especially in Maharashtra.
Indeed, some of the earliest and most fun-
damental reforms impacting the lives of
Hindu women were pioneered by the man
whose bust was vandalised in Tuesday’s at-
tack on the college that he founded.

Skimming: how devices at ATMs can steal data, help criminals clone cards

JOHNSONTA
BENGALURU, MAY 16

LAST WEEK, Delhi police found that Rs 19
lakh had been fraudulently withdrawn
from 87 accounts in three ATMs in the space
of seven days. This was done by skimming,
a procedure in which criminals clone ATM
cards with stolen data. There have been
precedents in the country.

The method

A skimmer is a device designed to look
like and replace the card insertion slot atan
ATM. The skimmers, which cannot be usu-
ally spotted by an untrained eye, have cir-
cuitry that read and store the data on the
magnetic strip of an ATM card even as the
ATM processes the same data.

Typically, fraudsters also install pinhole
cameras in inconspicuous places like the
top of the cash dispenser, the deposit slot
or just above the keyboard. This steals the
PIN for the card. In some cases, criminals
have also used a fraudulent PIN pad fitted
with a skimming device and placed atop

the original pin pad.

Days after installation, criminals recover
the skimming machines and cameras and
collect the stolen data,and decode the PIN for
a card. In one case, in Thiruvananthapuram,
data were collected remotely in wireless
mode from the skimmer and camera, police
said. Using stolen data, the criminals clone
ATM cards and use these in different cities; at
other times, they transfer the data to associ-
ates, or sell the data to other gangs.

Bengaluru

In September 2017,an alert cash loading
agent found illegal devices attached to a
Kotak Mahindra Bank ATM in Bengaluru.
Police ordered bank authorities across
Bengaluru to check for similar devices at
other ATMs. The police found a similar skim-
mer and mini-camera installed at a Kotak
Mahindra ATM at the Bengaluru interna-
tional airport. CCTV footage revealed that
the same persons had installed the skimmer
and camera at the two kiosks, 40 km apart.

The Karnataka CID laid a trap at the two
ATMs. Romanian national Dan Sabin
Christian, 40, and Hungarian national Mare

Janos, 44, who had arrived in India for the
first time on a tourist visa on September 1,
2017 and were due to leave on September
19, were arrested when they entered one of
the ATMs to retrieve a skimmer and cam-
era they had installed.

The two were earlier caught in Jamaica
fora similar offence, CID officials said. During
interrogation, they claimed they were work-
ing for a UK-based operator of a gang in-
volved in stealing ATM card data while trav-
elling in foreign countries. Last year, Christian
and Janos jumped bail in Bengaluru and dis-
appeared without facing trial.

Other cities

The modus operandi of the two men
matched that used by gangs that had been
involved in data theft at ATMs in
Thiruvananthapuram in 2016, and in
Hyderabad and Mumbai in December 2017.

In the Thiruvananthapuram case, one of
the suspects, Gabriel Marian, 27, was ar-
rested in Mumbai. Investigations showed
skimmers and cameras were planted at
ATMs in Thiruvananthapuram, data were
collected in wireless mode at a nearby ho-

tel,and cards were cloned; these were later
swiped in other parts of India where the
gang travelled on their travel visas.

In the Hyderabad case, four Romanian
nationals were found involved — Vasile
Gabriel Razvan, Buricea Alexandru Mihai,
Ticu Bogdan Costinel and Pucia Eugn
Marian. They came to India in December
2017 and targeted Mumbai and Hyderabad.
After installing skimmers and miniature
cameras at various ATMs without guards,
they cloned over 500 debit cards and with-
drew Rs 35 lakh, including Rs 1 lakh from
one account of a Hyderabad resident.

The gang allegedly utilised the services
of another gang, of Nigerian nationals, to
covert the money into euros and transfer it
to Romania through Western Union. The
Cyberabad Police identified the gang
through CCTV cameras. Vasile and Buricea
were arrested from Mumbai with Rs 35 lakh
cash, and skimmers, miniature cameras,
and hundreds of cloned cards. Ticu and
Puica escaped.

Last month, the detective department
of the Kolkata police arrested three
Romanian nationals for installing skimmers

and cameras at two ATMIs.

The spread

“These types of cases are being reported
from even small towns. There are even
Indian gangs involved. With most ATMs be-
ing unguarded these days and with cash
loaders being rarely observant regarding il-
legal attachments to ATMs these cases seem
tobeontherise,” said M D Sharath, Deputy
SP (Cyber Crime) at the Karnataka CID.

In the Delhi case, local criminals are sus-
pected. Among Indian gangs found in-
volved, a majority seem to either buy data
on the dark web and clone cards, while
some steal data themselves by installing
tiny skimmers on card swipe machines at
commercial establishments.

One key Indian operator whose name
has cropped up in cases in Jaipur, Chennai,
Hyderabad Mumbai and Bengaluru, and
who has been arrested several times but has
moved to a new city after every arrest, is
known in police records as Manoj Kumar
alias Rajesh Sharma alias Akshay Kumar. His
alleged modus operandi is to purchase
stolen credit card data online from suppli-




14 ;

ThelndianEXPRESS

« FOUNDED By <

RAMNATH GOENKA

BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

AS IRAN TAKES ON US

India’s room for manoeuvre is limited. Yet, Delhi needs a moral
complement to its realpolitik in the Gulf

RANIAN FOREIGN MINISTER Javad Zarif’s visit to Delhi this week was part of

Tehran’s effort to mobilise international political support inits confrontation with

America. In the last few days, Washington has raised an alarm about unspecified

new threats from Iran. Media reports from Washington say the US has plans to de-
ploy more than 1,00,000 troops to the Gulf. Meanwhile, the commander of Iran’s
Revolutionary Guards has said Iran is on the cusp of a “full scale confrontation with the
enemy”. [ran had been threatening to disrupt oil supplies from the region if its own en-
ergy exports are blocked by the US. Washington sees Tehran’s hand in the recent attacks
on Saudi oil tankers in the Gulf.

For now, Delhi appears to have deflected Zarif's request for political solidarity. Foreign
Minister Sushma Swaraj said any major decisions, such as importing oil from Iran in de-
fiance of the US sanctions, would be taken by the next government. But the foreign pol-
icy establishment in Delhi knows that, whatever the outcome of the election, India’s room
for manoeuvre in the Gulf is limited. At least three challenges stare at India.

First, despite the traditional temptation to posture against US unilateralism, Delhi has
shown little appetite in the past to jeopardise its growing American equities for the sake
of Iran. The UPA government, for example, chose to secure India’s own nuclear deal with
the US rather than defend Iran’s nuclear transgressions during 2005-08. Delhi’s pragma-
tism was vindicated when Iran concluded a nuclear deal of its own with the US in 2015.
Second, the current crisis is not merely about US hostility to Iran. It is, even more, about
the deepening conflict between Iran and its Arab neighbours — especially Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates. The NDA government is acutely conscious of the big po-
litical gains it has made with these two Arab states in the last five years. As part of their
campaign to win Indian empathy, both Saudi Arabia and the UAE have promised to make
up for the loss of Iranian oil supplies under US sanctions. Whether Delhi acknowledges
it or not, any cold calculation surely tilts the diplomatic scales towards the US and the
Arabs. Yet, Delhi knows that a new Gulf War would impose huge political and economic
costs not only on the region but also on India. That points to the third challenge. Rather
than duck the difficult issues or offer empty rhetoric, Delhi must consider promoting re-
gional reconciliation between Iran and the Gulf Arabs. South Block professionals must
draft a Gulf peace initiative for the consideration of the next government when it takes
charge in afew days’ time. The obstacles to such an initiative are real, but a genuine diplo-
matic effort offers a necessary moral complement to India’s realpolitik in the Gulf.

TRADE TROUBLES

Labour intensive exports remain sluggish, non-oil non-gold
imports contract, suggesting weak domestic demand

NDIA'’S TRADE DEFICIT surged to a five-month high of $15.3 billion in April with

merchandise export growth slumping to 0.64 per cent — the slowest pace since

December 2018. These numbers suggest that the high export growth observed in

March may indeed have been an aberration. This subdued performance in April
comes after recent data showed that industrial production had contracted by 0.1 per cent
in March. With both consumer durables as well as capital goods segments contracting
sharply — the latter is a proxy for investment demand — it suggests that the underlying
drivers of growth are sputtering.

According to the latest trade data, at the aggregate level, exports grew by a mere 0.64
per cent in April. But, strip away the spurt in petroleum exports, and the remaining ex-
ports actually contracted by 3 per cent in April. The lacklustre performance can be traced
largely to the contraction in exports of engineering goods as well as subdued growth of
major labour intensive segments. For instance, gems and jewellery contracted by 13.4
per cent, leather products by 15.25 per cent as did man-made and cotton yarn. Growth
of the ready-made garments segment also slumped to 4.4 per cent in April, down from
15 per cent in March. This does not bode well for job creation. On the other hand, imports
rose by 4.5 per cent in April, on the back of higher crude and gold shipments. But what is
worrisome is that imports, excluding oil and gold, which give a better sense of domestic
demand, contracted by 2.2 per cent in April, after contracting by 2.67 per cent in the pre-
vious month.

The near-term prospects for exports appear to be muted. For one, the escalation of
trade tensions between the US and China is likely to impact global growth and trade. In
fact, last month, the World Trade Organisation (WTO) lowered its projection for global
trade growth. It now expects merchandise trade volume growth to fall to 2.6 per cent in
2019, from 3 per cent in 2018. Clearly, the next government has its task cut out. It will
have to carefully navigate the intensifying trade war between the US and China while
putting in place measures to boost competitiveness and revive exports. Perhaps, easing
the compliance burden of the goods and service tax (GST) would be a good starting point.

TARGETING VIDYASAGAR

Mobs in Kolkata may well give a new lease of life to the legacy
of a renaissance reformer

SHWAR CHANDRA VIDYASAGAR was no stranger to thugs in his lifetime. He dared

the conservatives frequently, as he set out, armed with formidable scholarship of

the sruti and smriti, to question oppressive social traditions of dubious ancestry. It

is said that, fearing physical attacks by the custodians of tradition, his father got
him a bodyguard. However, he pursued reforms like other great liberals of his time —
writing pamphlets and books, building public opinon through rational debate and logi-
cal thinking, petitioning the government. He succeeded in some, one such being the le-
gal sanction for widow remarriage. Vidyasagar’s relentless campaign was instrumental
in the passing of the Hindu Widows’ Remarriage Act in 1856.

Itis ironical that the spotlight is on his life and legacy as the raging political battle in
West Bengal also debates the form and content of Hindu belief systems in the state. The
mob that vandalised Vidyasagar’s bust in a Kolkata college, perhaps, didn’t know who
he was. Meanwhile, politicians have turned the incident into a spectacle. Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee hit the street, the vandalised bust in hand for all to see, and accused
the BJP cadres of dishonouring Bengal’s cultural inheritance. The BJP leaders accused
the Trinamool of stage-managing the incident and sat on a dharna. Addressing arally in
UP, Prime Minister Narendra Modi said: “Our government, dedicated to the vision of
Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, will set up a grand statue of panchdhatu (five metals) at the
same spot.” An unimpressed Banerjee dismissed the offer: Kolkata, she said, doesn’t
need Delhi’s money.

The barbs can continue, but this ought to be an occasion to reflect on the renais-
sance legacy of Vidyasagar. He was a Sanskritist, but interpreted custom and tradition
in the language of logic and rationality. Blind extolling of the past was not for him. He
upheld the rights of the individual over collective identities. Culture, faith and language
were not static entities for him, but transient categories. Surely, Vidyasagar is a man

for these times.
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Two villages in West Bengal provide a pointer to the
emerging Hindutva politics in the state

WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

WORDLY WISE
IF YOU WANT YOUR ELECTRICITY BILLS TO GO UP,
YOU SHOULD SUPPORT AN EVER INCREASING
DEPENDENCE ON FOREIGN OIL. — AL GORE

MUKULIKA BANERJEE

TWO VILLAGES IN West Bengal’s Birbhum
district, Madanpur and Chishti, situated on
either side of the two-lane Panagarh-
Morgram highway, have often reflected the
prevailing political atmosphere in the state.
Since 1998, I have visited and lived in these
villages to carry out research for my upcom-
ing book, Cultivating Democracy.1 have found
that they serve as a lens to understand the
shifts in the state’s politics. Despite the dis-
trict being a communist bastion, both villages
voted for the Trinamool Congress in the 2011
assembly election, which ended the 34-year
reign of the CPM and the Left Front. I visited
these villages in April, seeking an explana-
tion for the BJP’s rise in West Bengal.

In Kolkata, several people had told me
that the BJP’s West Bengal unit comprised
mostly of former Left Front cadres. While the
CPM had indeed become a moribund party
in the state, I could not imagine that the left
front sympathisers I knew would align with
the Hindu majoritarian ideology of the BJP.
“You will never find a leftist saying Muslims
should go to Pakistan,” Magaram Bagdi, a 44-
year-old sharecropper and others from
Madanpur and Chishti, had repeatedly told
me. So who were these new BJP supporters?

Madanpur and Chishti villages are pre-
dominantly Muslim, with a substantial pres-
ence of two Dalit communities, the Bagdis
and Doms. For me, the first sign of a Hindu
identity emerging was an innocent and pi-
ous celebration of Ram Navami. The worship
of Ram seemed out of place, given that Hindu
scriptures and mythologies do not record the
deity ever visiting West Bengal: Goddesses
dominate the Hindu religious landscape
here. Yet, the Dalits celebrated it with much
pomp, complete with a public-address sys-
tem that blared out music and a modest feast
organised with contributions from everyone,
including the Muslims, in the village. This
was not entirely unprecedented because the
Bagdis and Doms have previously held sim-
ilar celebrations for Saraswati, partly inspired
by the joyous celebrations of Eid, which both
the communities participate in.

What was startling, however, was the cel-
ebration aday later for Hanumanin a neigh-
bouring village, Sitapur, which has a sizeable
Hindu population. The celebrations fell on
the first day of the Bengali new year, and
were conducted on a much bigger scale. The

Something has changed in
Madanpur and Chishti, as
across West Bengal. Simply
put, more people seem to be
supporting the BJP, a party
that has been peripheral to
their political vision until
now. While support for
Trinamool remains strong,
the BJP seem to be drawing
in support from the
traditional Left Front
households. This support,
however, appears to be
largely from its younger male
members, who have no
memories of the communist
party-led struggles for land
reform and for raising

daily wages.

village was holding a veritable fair around a
Hanuman shrine. The residents of Madanpur
and Chishti returned from the fair agog with
excitement, describing to me the forked red
flags they had seen atop the Hindu homes.

The Hanuman puja was particularly star-
tling because the deity previously had no
presence in these villages. Moreover, the cel-
ebrations did not mark any festival associ-
ated with Hanuman, but were simply a rou-
tine prayer ritual. “The flag brings good
fortune and protects the household,”
Sandhya Dom, a Chishti resident, told me.
Curiously, Sandhya’s husband, Okho, an in-
fluential sharecropper, had told me on ear-
lier occasions that Leftists would never “do
politics with religion”.

During the festival at Sitapur, I found a
Hanuman idol under a tree. I asked two
young men how old the shrine was. One of
them said it had “fallen from a passing truck”
nearly a year ago. Reading this as an omen,
the residents instituted the worship of
Hanumanin the village. The men, dressed in
jeans and fitted t-shirts, were on a motorcy-
cle that had two forked red flags attached to
its handlebars. They had purchased the flags
for Rs 50. The flags had the visual of
Hanuman carrying a mountain, with “Jai Shri
Ram” written in Devanagari script.

I asked another set of bikers if the flags
were related to the BJP and Prime Minister
Narendra Modi — the prime minister is
known to use the phrase “Jai Shri Ram” in his
speeches and the phrase has become anim-
portant component of the BJP campaign in
West Bengal. “Yes, of course,” one of them
grinned. “We love him (Modi)!” I asked if
they would vote for him. “Yes,” they re-
sponded with enthusiasm before zooming
off. I encountered several such young men
on motorcycles with forked red flags across
the state — in Bardhaman, Malda, North
Dinajpur and Siliguri districts — who spoke
in support of Modi. They were dismissive of
Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, who they
claimed to be working only for Muslims.

Something has changed in Madanpur
and Chishti, as across West Bengal. Simply
put, more people seem to be supporting the
BJP, a party that has been peripheral to their
political vision until now. While support for
Trinamool remains strong, the BJP seem to
be drawing in support from the traditional

Left Front households. This support, how-
ever, appears to be largely from its younger
male members, who have no memories of
the Communist Party-led struggles for land
reform and for raising daily wages.

Party loyalties run deep in West Bengal.
For the 20 years I had known them, nearly
everyone from the older generation in
Madanpur and Chishti spoke about land re-
forms and wage struggles. But the younger
members of the same households are capti-
vated by Modi and Hanuman. A combina-
tion of brawn and devotion seem to have
given them a platform to express a new po-
litical identity, and one which is removed
from the older politics of struggle, demon-
strations and meetings that dominated the
Left Front and Trinamool years. Their parents
find it hard to persuade or censure the new
found piety and energy of their sons who,
while unwilling to slog in the fields, pass time
arranging fairs and community feasts.

Young men such as Okho’s son Deb and
his friends said they do not discuss politics at
home to avoid confrontation with their par-
ents. But they were all well-versed with the
BJP campaign, and the messages the party has
been disseminating. “Modi s the firstand the
only strong and capable leader of India,” Deb
told me. His friend Bishwa Bagdi added, “In
Balakot, India proved it was unafraid to go in-
side Pakistan and attack it on its own terri-
tory,” referring to the February air strike.
Several young men repeated a message that
the BJP had circulated over moblies: “India’s
glory in the world began in 2014.”

The young men seem to have a limited
understanding of the deity. It is evident that
their enthusiasm is not about the Hindu re-
ligion or faith; itis for the flags that flutter on
motorcycles, on rooftops, for the muscular
Hanuman, for the slogan, “Jai Shri Ram”.
These aspects of a new political identity have
brought novelty and frisson to a new gener-
ation of young men, a generation tired of the
old Bengali tensions between the Left Front
and the Trinamool, and eager for something
new they can claim to be their own.

Banerjee, author of Why India Votes?, is
inaugural director of the London School of
Economics, South Asia Centre. Names of
villages mentioned here are anonymised to
follow standard academic guidelines

FELLING AN ICON

Vandalising Vidyasagar’s statue goes against Bengal's intellectual legacy

BIPLAB LOHOCHOUDHURY

ELEVATED INTELLECTUALISM was once a
forte of Bengal, and Vidyasagar was one of
its most eminent proponents in the 19th cen-
tury AD. But times have changed.

The Trinamool Congress has alleged that
some people associated with Amit Shah’s BJP
rally on May 14 evening — in support of local
Lok Sabha candidate Rahul Sinha —van-
dalised a bust of Vidyasagar. This shares a
similarity with the desecration of a
Vidyasagar statue by the Naxals in the late
1960s: And, since the late 1960s, West Bengal
started declining in its intellectual forthright-
ness. Naxals, still cherished by the Bengali
middle class as those who dreamt of chang-
ing Bengal into a communist state, had be-
gun by vandalising the statues of towering
Bengali intellectuals whose influence still in-
spires the country. Ishwar Chandra
Vidyasagar was the foremost figure against
whom the Naxals had a huge grudge. The
reason given by them supposedly was that
their views did not match with the spirit of
liberal thought that Vidyasagar demon-
strated in his unique ways of protest against
the British Raj and Hindu superstition.

His invoking of the Parasara Samhita to
prove widow remarriage as an old Hindu
practice in a dogmatic society, and, the es-
tablishing of schools and colleges to educate
men and women alike are just two initiatives

The shameful act of May 14
— amidst claims and
counter claims by the TMC
and BJP, and allegations of
the incident being “fixed”
against both the parties by
the Left — demands a closer
introspection. Especially
since the provocations by
and resistance from TMC’s
student wing to the election
rally is already proven
beyond doubt. However,
such provocation can’t
explain the vandalising of
the bust.

of his from which the entire country drew
inspiration. Hence, the shameful act of May
14 — amidst claims and counter claims by
the TMC and BJP, and allegations of the inci-
dent being “fixed” against both the parties
by the Left — demands a closer introspection.
Especially since the provocations by and re-
sistance from TMC's student wing to the elec-
tion rally is already proven beyond doubt.
However, such provocation can’t explain the
vandalising of the bust. Neither does any-
thing point to who the culprits were.

Therefore, the truth needs to be estab-
lished. That is easy provided the CCTV
footage of the room in which the bust was
placed is made available by the Vidyasagar
College authority. One has to first come in-
side by opening the college building gate (like
many old colleges of Bengal, this college does
not have a compound outside, the building
directly opens into Bidhan Sarani) and then,
by opening another wooden door. However,
till now, whatever has been claimed as proof
from both the sides constitute footage from
outside the college, leaving space for concoc-
tion and propaganda.

However, Vidyasagar has gradually been
sidelined during the last few years in Bengal
through the erasure of the Bengali language
training’s cultural context — for instance, by
selectively changing some text, at the primary

level. Replacing the word ramdhanu (rain-
bow) with rongdhanu (colour bow) is one
such example to de-Sanskritise the Bengali
language, which goes contrary to Vidyasagar’s
way of developing the language. Again, if
Vidyasagar — the great crusader for improv-
ing the lives of Indian women — is a cultural
icon for them, how is the TMC against the an-
nulling of triple talaq for Muslim women?

Isit thatin search of a strong issue against
the BJP, in the final phase of the Lok Sabha
election, mostly in Kolkata, this culturalicon
has been resurrected?

BJP, too, needs to identify and punish the
persons from the procession who have been
seen outside the college participating in the
attack to the heritage building. Some intel-
lectuals, within an hour of the incident, at a
press conference in the Kolkata Press Club,
condemned the attack. Poet Shankha Ghosh,
one of the most prominent intellectuals in
West Bengal, while criticising the attack of
vandalism, did not attribute it to any specific
dispensation, whichis very significant. Anim-
mediate impartial inquiry is needed — let it
be taken suo motu at the behest of the High
Court of Calcutta — to find out the truth be-
hind this crime against a cultural icon of India.

The writer is professor at Visva-Bharati
University, Santiniketan
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POLICE DISMISSALS

PEACE RETURNED TO Punjab today. No in-
cident or demonstration by policemen was
reported from any part of the state.
Claiming that the agitation had “fizzled
out” completely, the state industries min-
ister, Balramji Dass Tandon,told a news
conference that there had been no re-
sponse to the statewide rally of policemen
at Ferozepore today. Over 1,000 policemen
are expected to be dismissed for their par-
ticipation in the agitation. A total of 56 po-
licemen, mostly them union activists, have
been already dismissed under Article 311,
which provides for dismissal without in-
quiry or a hearing. Two days ago, the state
governor had empowered the authorities
to invoke such powers, wherever needed.

PRASAR BHARATI BILL

IN AN EFFORT to confer “genuine auton-
omy” on Akashvani and Doordarshan, the
minister for information and broadcasting,
L K Advani, introduced in Parliament the
Prasar Bharati Bill which provides that the
central government may issue directions to
the proposed body from time to time. While
explaining the provisions of the Bill to news-
men, a government spokesperson admitted
that the chairman of Prasar Bharati
(Broadcasting Corporation of India) will
have no option but to follow the central di-
rectives. However, he felt such directives will
be “few and far between”. According to an
analysis of the Bill circulated among news-
men, the government’s power to give direc-
tives could not be restricted to national se-

curity and other matters of grave publicim-
portance since it would be necessary “to cor-
rectany aberrations” from the charter of ob-
jective of the corporation.

ARMS AND PAKISTAN
EXTERNAL AFFAIRS MINISTER, A B
Vajpayee, hopes that “better sense will pre-
vail” on the United States on the issue of
supplying arms to Pakistan. He was speak-
ing ata discussion on the international sit-
uation and the policy of the government in
the Rajya Sabha today. Vajpayee informed
members that he had told the Americans
that they should not think of evolving a
new military alliance in the region and that
the induction of new arms would not help
in any way.
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The crashing of Jet

Efforts to revive Jet Airways are futile. A hard assessment is needed to
understand its debacle, pin accountability

o

PARVEZ DAMANIA

JUST LAST YEAR Jet Airways celebrated its
25th anniversary. It pulled out all the stops
in the celebration, heralding the milestone
with a swish commemorative logo, and rev-
elled in the fulsome praise lavished on it from
all quarters. Notable among all the compli-
ments it basked in — besides the praise for
its fleet, crew and service quality — was the
hardiness with which it had survived, for
decades, a variety of external body blows.
Steep hikes in aviation fuel prices, global cur-
rency fluctuations, industry challenges and
fierce competition, both global and domes-
tic — it had survived all these. Naresh Goyal
took a long, deep bow.

It certainly seemed obvious that Jet
Airways, like other airlines, had made the
most of the vaunted Indian aviation boom.
An April 2018 report shows that the sector
experienced 42 months of double-digit rev-
enue per kilometre (RPK) growth and the load
factor on all airlines were in the 90 per cent
range. All the parameters showed a robust
and growing aviation environment. All other
Indian airlines also reflected growth and in-
come consonant with these numbers.

All this came swiftly crashing to the
ground in the beginning of 2019, with a
growing degree of aircraft grounded due to
non-payment of lease rentals, and then, the
death knell: “Suspension of operations”,
whichis virtually a terminal closure. The air-
line that billed itself as India’s oldest private
airline, and had dominated the Indian skies
for two decades, turned out to be a disas-
trous, hollow organisation, taking things day
by day on rapidly dwindling resources and
frantically looking for an investor who
would pump in money. Total closure was
imminent and more than 22,000 Jet em-
ployees found their paychecks had vanished.
Scores of people employed by the many sup-
port services met with the same fate. Lessors
pulled back their aircraft, leaving Jet Airways
with a sad fleet of one Boeing 737 and five
ATRs in the end. Rival airlines are now
quickly picking up the experienced Jet pilots
and engineers, and the peerless cabin crew
that were the pride of the airline, reportedly
at much lower salaries.

The flood of financial irregularities com-
ing to light was particularly shocking: Jet
Airways was in debt in excess of Rs 8,500
crore to Indian banks, the largest exposure
was of the State Bank of India. The other
Indian banks include the Punjab National
Bank, Yes Bank, IDBI, Canara Bank, ICICI Bank,
Indian Overseas Bank and Syndicate Bank.
Who had approved these loans down the
years? Why had more and more good money
been thrown after the bad debt for years?
Had any promoter guarantees been taken?
Why hadn'’t forensic financial audits been
conducted? If it was conducted, what are the
findings? What actions had been taken by
the banks after raids by the Income Tax de-
partment on Jet offices last year, which had
apparently discovered gross financial man-
agement? Above all, what was the full extent
of the loss? What about the airline’s statu-
tory dues like provident fund, ESIC, TDS, serv-
ice tax, GST, etc? What does Jet owe to the
Airports Authority of India, Indian Oil and
other fuel companies, which are also govern-

ment bodies?

This is not just a chilling replay of the
Kingfisher Airlines debacle, because it is
much larger in magnitude. Vijay Mallya had
fled to London and was ensconced in some
kind of financial immunity, though, here in
India, Mallya’s houses, cars, and assets were
confiscated. But what was being done to
stem this horrific haemorrhaging of public
money and is any attempt being made to
stop Goyal from leaving India? Was there any
plan toimpound his array of assets? Did any-
one realise that Goyal and the Jet Airways de-
bacle was much larger than Vijay Mallya and
Kingfisher Airlines?

Even more chilling in this case was, once
again, the fact that the largest component of
the financial exposure was to government-
owned banks and organisations. Obviously,
this was a massive mismanagement of
money, not possible without the aid of indi-
viduals who had misused their power.
Banks, for all purposes, must now supply ex-
planations for a slew of inexplicable deci-
sions made over the years. Crores were dis-
bursed to the airline, but against what
collateral? Then there is the bizarre SBI de-
fiance in not declaring the airline an NPA,
and insisting it is not an NPA as late as March
25. If Jet is wound up, will the banks really
recover any money?

There is so much pontification now about
selling the airline. But what is left for a buyer?
Anairline’s main assets are its aircraft, flying
rights, slots, parking rights and its personnel.
Parking rights and slots in Mumbai and Delhi,
and in cities abroad are priceless assets. These
have now been taken up by Indigo, Spicejet,
Vistara, GoAir and Air Asiain India, and they
are not fools to give them up easily.

I may claim a rather unique perspective
to an understanding of the Jet Airways situ-
ation. I started Damania Airways in 1993, the
same year Jet Airways began. But when I saw
the writing on the aviation wall a little over
two years later,I made an extremely painful
decision: I handed the airline, intact, to new
investors. At that point, the complications
in Indian aviation were so suffocating be-
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Jet Airways unfortunately is
not coming back. It simply
cannot. What is worse,
Mallya and Goyal have
brought global shame to the
Indian aviation industry by
making Kingfisher and Jet
Airways the laughing stock of
the International aviation
sector. The damage done will
now take years to undo.
Indeed the circus
surrounding the deceased
airline is now resembling the
bizarre sight of a phalanx of
medical personnel pretending
to resuscitate a deceased
patient at the graveyard.

CR Sasikumar

cause of government regulations, no airline
could survive without contorting itself into
untenable positions.

Many trusted Jet Airways to practice and
maintain superior management so that their
personal lives are not affected. The agonis-
ing plight of Jet Airways staff now could have
been avoided. In fact, just recently a finance
company froze the savings of Jet staff from
their forex debit cards to recover the airline’s
outstanding. This scramble to recover
monies at the expense of innocents is taking
things to a new depth of cruelty.

There is much in the national narrative
about getting the airline flying again. The dis-
maying truth is that this is simply not possi-
ble. The airline has been abandoned into the
hands of people who just want their money
back — banks and lenders.

Jet Airways unfortunately is not coming
back. It simply cannot. What is worse, Mallya
and Goyal have brought global shame to the
Indian aviation industry by making
Kingfisher and Jet Airways the laughing stock
of the international aviation sector. The dam-
age done will now take years to undo.

Indeed the circus surrounding the de-
ceased airline is now resembling the bizarre
sight of a phalanx of medical personnel pre-
tending to resuscitate a deceased patient at
the graveyard. All the key management of
the airline has resigned. The fleet has gone.
The slots and parking bays have been handed
over to competitors. The employees have
been abandoned. And, the powers that be,
including the SBI, are still brazenly prattling
on about finding a buyer. The latest suppos-
edly interested party operates out of an in-
dustrial gala in Chakala, Andheri, called East
Darwin Platform holdings. There is another,
a former air passenger service agent, and
some other small bidders. These are the kind
of unsolicited bidders the banks are reach-
ing out to now.

Jet Airways has, very unfortunately,
crashed, Ladies and Gentlemen.

The writer is an aviation expert and
founder of Damania Airways

=,
i

Information confusion

In the age of social media, the credibility of content is an important issue

OsAMA MANZAR

IN THE DIGITAL age, where copious amounts
of free information is available in public do-
main, the menace of misinformation, prop-
aganda and personal attacks is bound to ex-
ist. It is certainly not new in the world of
social media. In the last few months, how-
ever, social media has been at its worst. At
the same time, it is also struggling, taking
baby steps towards improving itself.

As the 2019 General Election comes to a
close, I have come to strongly believe that so-
cial media is the tool for new age informa-
tion warfare. A vast pool of easily-available
digitised information has given swift access
to miscreants as well as politicians to formu-
late their parallel versions of the truth.

Riding on networking, information shar-
ing and propaganda, political parties have
set up war rooms, garages and factories.
Hours and days at a stretch are being spent to
manufacture disinformation, disseminate it
through public or private communication
channels, and wait for it to play up.

In the last one month, India has wit-
nessed unprecedented levels of misinforma-
tion, lies, fables and manufactured statistics
being fed to people through their mobile de-
vices. The systematic, organised way in
which large amounts of misinformation is
reaching the masses is leaving the public

confused between right and wrong and be-
tween relevant and irrelevant. Adding fuel
to the raging fire is the usual public apathy
towards “fact-checking” and verifying the in-
formation they are consuming,.

Mainstream media houses, with their
political biases and jingoism in prime time
spotlight, have blurred the lines between
fake and fact, reporting and opinion, objec-
tive and subjective. Gone are the days of
media objectivity. And, unfortunately, the
systematic and organised voices are louder
even though they may not be credible.
But hey, what is a credible source in the age
of social media and instant messaging
platforms?

Believers are following a storyline and
their influencers; non-believers are follow-
ing the other narrative that feeds their ideas
leaving them in an echo chamber of toxicin-
formation. With mainstream media chan-
nels, in many cases, becoming the mouth-
pieces of political parties, believers don’t get
to hear the non-believer’s storyline with ob-
jectivity and non-believers don’t get to hear
the believer’s storyline with objectivity.

Clearly then, the ongoing elections are
being contested on the basis of “my informa-
tion” versus “your information” and not nec-

essarily on facts and lies.

People find it easier to believe a piece of
information if it aligns with their political,
religious or personal ideology or biases and
favourites. They ignore the idea that their
friends, family or networks could also be
pushing misinformation, by choice or by
chance. After all, misinformation manufac-
turers aren’t just working out of their head
offices in the national capital, but are even
operational at the district, block and village
level. They are using the media of text mes-
sages, voice notes, photographs and videos;
and they are grabbing the attention of their
audiences through humour, sarcasm,
memes and gifs. If everything fails, they re-
turn to the usual emotional approach — a
misguided sense of religious and national-
ist identities.

If there are few fact finders who are try-
ing to bust hoaxes and fake information cir-
culating online, they are attacked, trolled,
mocked and bullied by fake news manufac-
turers. Besides, how many fake news busters
would even be enough for a population of
1.3 billion people?

In the ongoing phase of information war
and misinformation spread, the biggest and
most powerful weapons are the “likes”,
“shares” and “forwards”. Do you know that
Facebook alone deleted two billion fake ac-

counts last year, and the platform deletes ap-
proximately one million fake accounts every
day? Imagine the amount and scale of
(mis)information manufacturers that could
come your way.

Ina country of 900 million Indian voters,
atleast 200 million use social media and in-
stant messaging platforms on a daily basis.
Each one of them is connected to hundreds
and thousands of individuals, mostly those
with a mobile phone in their hands but some
also who have no devices. The problem,
however, does not lie in the platforms, it lies
with the people. The masses have not been
trained and equipped to produce content.
They are largely consuming content, and
passing it on further for the sheer enjoyment
of sharing, without pausing and thinking
about its consequences.

The scale and volume at which misinfor-
mation is being created; we may need to de-
velop large scale cadres of MIL experts (me-
dia information literacy experts) at
community levels to reinstall our messaging
patterns. If this isn’t done on a priority basis,
our society is at a serious risk of information
toxicity.

The writer is founder & director of Digital
Empowerment Foundation
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

It is embarrassing to the US that (its) maximum pressure scheme has not
resolved any problems, from North Korea, Venezuela to Iran

—GLOBAL TIMES CHINA

Political ideology vs
lived reality

Hinduism is about catholicity and reforms, not
just discrimination. Hindutva, in
contrast, is a homogenising force
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D Raja

THE PROTECTION ACCORDED in the
Constitution to people of all faiths embodies
anidea of India that represents plurality and
tolerance. Attempts are, however, on to give
the country a homogenous identity. The
strategy to achieve this objective is two-fold.
One, forging a monolithic identity for the
Hindus that overlooks the diversitiesamong
them. Two, subsuming all other religious
and cultural minorities under the Hindu fold
— this objective manifests itself when lead-
ers of Hindutva, particularly those from the
RSS, claim that everyone born in India is a
Hindu. The RSS’s ideology, Hindutva, is dif-
ferent from Hinduism in many respects.Itis
a very narrow and selective interpretation
of certain aspects of Hindu religion. The
dominant theme of this ideology is
Manuvaad and Brahminism.

This narrow interpretation of Hindu re-
ligion ignores reformers like Rammohun
Roy or Jotiba Phule and leans on the works of
polarising ideologues like V D Savarkar. This
ideology is full of contempt for minorities,
Dalits and women — as evidenced by the at-
tacks on Muslims, Dalits and tribals under
the BJP rule. This narrow interpretation of
Hindu philosophy also overlooks the contri-
bution of materialist philosophers like
Charvaka and refuses to recognise the in-
equalities and contradictions within
Hinduism. The champions of Hindutva are
silent when it comes to the hurdles created
by caste hierarchies in improving the eco-
nomic and spiritual well-being of the so-
called “lower castes”. Their approach s usu-
ally to mask the discrimination faced by
these communities under a religious garb.
Hindutva, thus, reinforces caste hierarchies.

Babasaheb Ambedkar drew our atten-
tion to the ways in which Brahminical reli-
gion sanctioned the caste system and en-
abled the continuation of practices such as
untouchability. He said: “The problem of un-
touchability is a matter of class struggle. Itis
the struggle between caste Hindus and the
untouchables... This is a matter of injustice
being done by one class against another.”

Ambedkar saw Buddhism as a religion
based on morality — thatis why it has space
for the downtrodden. His choice of
Buddhism was, in effect, a moral and ra-
tional critique of Brahaminical Hinduism.
In contrast, the forebearers of Hindutva,
overlooked the contradictions and ex-
ploitative structures of the religion.
Hindutva ideologues do claim that Dalits
are part of the Hindu society, but that’s only
for political gains. The Dalits are denied el-
ementary human rights and access to in-
stitutions. Periyar, the founder of Dravidian
movement, too drew attention to such
structural  contradictions  within
Brahminical Hinduism — especially the
ways it came short in addressing issues re-

Rationality was his weapon in the fight to
secure agency for the lower-castes and
women. In our times, the vandalising of
Periyar’s statues is proof of the hatred to-
wards the lower castes and their icons.

The fanatic who assassinated Mahatma
Gandhi was also moved by such exclusivist
ideas. “I do not expect India of my dream to
develop one religion, that is, to be wholly
Hindu, or wholly Christian, or wholly
Musalman, but [ want it to be wholly toler-
ant, with its religions working side by side
with one another,” Gandhi had once said.
His acceptance among the masses, his meth-
ods of ahimsa and mass-strikes and his po-
sition on untouchability were intolerable to
the RSS. The assassination of the Mahatma
isamanifestation of the Hindu right’s inabil-
ity to tolerate a diversity of viewpoints. As
M S Golwalkar, recognised as the guru of RSS,
said: “The non-Hindu people in Hindustan
must adopt the Hindu culture.” Gandhi’s as-
sassination came at a time when the newly
independent nation was struggling against
acute poverty. It is worth recalling Swami
Vivekananda here. He said: “Itis aninsult to
astarving people to offer themreligion; itis
an insult to a starving man to teach him
metaphysics.”

Religion is a part of the private life of an
individual; its main functions are regulation
of rituals and ceremonies and spiritual up-
lift. Hindutva, in contrast, is a political ideol-
ogy that uses religion to mobilise popular
support by creating a false fear of other reli-
gions and cultural identities. Such political
use of religion has now led the ruling elites
to give up on issues of vital importance on
one hand and on the other hand, it has also
meant that religion plays an important role
in the formulation of policies by elected gov-
ernments. Most often, this works to the
detriment of certain religious communities
— the mess that has been created by the
Citizenship (Amendment)Bill is one glaring
example of this.

Arguments about who is a Hindu, and
who is not, and mobilisation around reli-
giousidentities take attention away from the
real issues of hunger, inequality and unem-
ployment. The distinction the Italian com-
munist Antonio Gramsci made between the
“official religion” and the “popular cultures”
is pertinent here. He said that “every religion
is in reality a multiplicity of distinct and of-
ten contradictory religions” that vary on
class lines. The RSS wants to paper over such
contradictions.

The debates around hard-Hindutva and
soft-Hindutva are seriously tampering with
the secular character of our elections and
democracy. The RSS and the ruling regime
wants to create a new normal — one in
which being Hindu is considered a must for
representing the population. This agenda
should be resisted at all costs. Let us go back
towhat Ambedkar said: “Religion is for man
and not man for religion”. It would also be
apttolook back at the real spokespersons of
Hinduism like Swami Vivekananda. “Upon
the banner of every religion will soon be
written,” he once said, “help and not fight,
assimilation and not destruction, harmony
and peace and not dissension.”

The writer is national secretary, CPl and

lated to human dignity and self-respect. Member of Parliament
LETTER TO THE EDITOR
PERNICIOUS PLASTIC
THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Low LETTER OF THE
blow,’ (IE, May 16). The plastic peril is WEEK AW ARD

worrisome. From the tallest summits to
the deepest trenches, it is omnipresent.
It's time that humankind follows the
three Rs of waste management — re-
duce, reuse and recycle — irrespective
of where they dwell. In today’s con-
nected world, both the problem and the
solution has a globalised aspect.
Pollution in one part of the world trav-
els way beyond its local origins.
Abhishek Anshu, Patna

COURT AND SOCIETY

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Undue crit-
icism’(IE, May 14).Since 1999, when the
in-house procedure of the Supreme
Court evolved an informal inquiry pro-
cedure (which the eminent juristand the
author of the article describes as “peer
review”) much has changed with respect
to legal provisions to prevent sexual ha-
rassment of women in work places. The
Me Too Movement has shown that
workplaces have not yet become safe for
women. The skewed gender ratio in the
higher judiciary would impinge on the
peer review procedures as well. Itis time
that the SC evolved procedures to en-
force onitself the standards of women’s
rights it sets for the society.

Shruti George, Jaipur

UP’s WAYS
THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘What goes

To encourage quality reader
intervention, The Indian
Express offers the Letter of
the Week award. The letter
adjudged the best for the
week is published every
Saturday. Letters may be
e-mailed to
editpage@expressindia.com
or sent to The Indian
Express, B-1/B, Sector 10,
Noida-UP 201301.
Letter writers should
mention their postal
address and phone number.

THE WINNER RECEIVES
SELECT EXPRESS
PUBLICATIONS

UP'(IE,May 16). The BJP’s strong show-
ing in the Lok Sabha elections of 2014
was the result of liquidation of tradi-
tional equations based on caste mobil-
isation. Multi-caste and class coalitions
have resulted in changes in the ways
parties mobilise voters. Such a trend is
visible this time around as well, but it
seems that caste and class coalitions are
acting against the BJP’s dominance in
UP politics.

G Javaid Rasool, Lucknow




West Bengal tango

The Election Commission has junked
even the pretence of neutrality

rom pleading helplessness before the Supreme
Court in enforcing the Model Code of Conduct a

month ago, the Election Commission has come a
long way in asserting its powers. On Wednesday it took
the rare step of ordering that campaigning in West Ben-
gal’s nine Lok Sabha constituencies that go to the polls
on Sunday end earlier than scheduled. West Bengal had
witnessed sporadic incidents of violence through the
previous phases of polling, but on Tuesday tensions ran
high after clashes during a roadshow of BJP president
Amit Shah in Kolkata. The destruction of a bust of Ish-
war Chandra Vidyasagar, the 19th century reformer and
cultural icon of Bengal, by suspected BJP activists has
put the party on the defensive in a State where it is mak-
ing an all-out effort to expand its footprint. The EC may
have had sufficient reasons to conclude that a ‘fear psy-
chosis’ has gripped the State, and therefore campaign-
ing must end prematurely. In TMC-ruled West Bengal,
the entire government machinery, the district adminis-
tration and the police, could quite possibly be at the
service of the ruling party. However, the advanced dea-
dline of 10 p.m. on Thursday to end campaigning was
devoid of any logic or reason, other than being evident-
ly partisan towards the BJP. The 10 p.m. deadline clear-
ly accommodated Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s last
rallies in the State slated for Thursday evening. If in the
EC’s assessment campaigning could have led to vio-
lence, why did it not order its curtailment on Wednes-
day or early in the day on Thursday? Since the announ-
cement of the Lok Sabha poll schedule, the EC’s
credibility has come under a cloud. The manifestly par-
tisan decision on the campaigning deadline in West
Bengal has further eroded trust in the institution.

Trinamool Congress leader and West Bengal Chief
Minister Mamata Banerjee, who has been putting up a
ferocious fight against Hindutva politics in the State,
has expectedly found support from Opposition parties
across the country. Most parties have been justifiably
critical of the EC’s conduct through this election, and it
was not surprising that the latest provocation has re-
vived their complaints. The Congress pointed out that
the EC had dismissed 11 complaints it had filed regard-
ing Mr. Modi’s alleged violations of the MCC. The Samaj-
wadi Party’s Akhilesh Yadav said the decision went
“against all norms of democratic fair play”, while DMK
president M.K. Stalin said there was a “BJP pattern” in
the destruction of the Vidyasagar statue, connecting it
to the vandalisation of Periyar statues in Tamil Nadu
last year. BSP chief Mayawati said Mr. Modi and “his
stooges” were targeting Ms. Banerjee in a “dangerous
and unjust trend”. The BJP’s assessment of West Ben-
gal’s importance for its chances of returning to power is
understandable, but its strategy is threatening the
peace in the State. The EC’s action has only made mat-
ters worse, allowing Ms. Banerjee to play the angry vic-
tim in what is turning out to be the powder keg of India.

Slippery slope
India must not be a mute spectator

as tensions rise in the Gulf

ranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif was in New Delhi
Ithis week as part of a regional outreach that includes

Russia, China, Turkmenistan and Iraq amid rising
tensions in West Asia. The U.S. has followed withdrawal
of its sanctions-waiver for Iranian oil with a series of ac-
tions that it claims are in response to the perceived
threat from Iran. It has recalled all non-emergency di-
plomatic staff based in neighbouring Iraq; sent an air-
craft carrier, the USS Abraham Lincoln, missile defence
hardware and B-52 bombers to the Gulf; imposed fresh
sanctions on various Iranian entities; and slapped a ter-
ror designation for the Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps. Iran has matched some of the rhetoric with
threats that it would close off the Strait of Hormuz to
trade and treat the U.S. carrier as a legitimate “target” if
it came anywhere close to Iranian waters. Making mat-
ters worse, it is clear that the U.S. aims to pin on the Ira-
nian government and military forces blame for attacks
on two Saudi Arabian oil tankers over the weekend. U.S.
National Security Adviser John Bolton’s remark that
“any attack on United States interests or those of [its] al-
lies will be met with unrelenting force” gives the im-
pression that the ground is being prepared by the U.S.,
aided by Saudi Arabia and Israel, for an escalation.

Given the signs of a gathering storm, India must con-
sider not only its own interests in terms of its ties with
Iran and with the U.S. and its allies, but also its position
as a regional power. The External Affairs Ministry com-
ment that the government would take a decision on Ira-
nian oil imports after the elections appeared to be an at-
tempt to buy time. The truth is that Indian oil importers
have already stopped placing orders for Iranian oil in
compliance with the U.S. diktat on “zeroing out” im-
ports. India had been importing about 10% of its oil re-
quirements from Iran, and the losses in terms of finding
alternative suppliers in the face of rising oil prices are
piling up. News reports also indicate that despite a U.S.
waiver on the Chabahar port, banks in India and Af-
ghanistan that planned to finance trade through the
port are now being restricted by U.S. sanctions. Instead
of being a mute spectator to the crisis that is building
for India’s energy bill as well as for regional stability,
New Delhi must take the challenge head-on. One imme-
diate priority is to work more closely with European
countries in ensuring that Iran does not feel compelled
to walk out of the nuclear deal, and to jointly build a
sanctions-immune financial infrastructure to facilitate
Iranian trade. It is necessary that the countries affected
in the region meet urgently, as well as unitedly express
concerns over a possible U.S.-Iran clash.

Why an industrial policy is crucial

No major country has managed to reduce poverty or sustain economic growth without a robust manufacturing sector

SANTOSH MEHROTRA

he contribution of manufac-
Tturing to GDP in 2017 was on-

ly about 16%, a stagnation
since the economic reforms began
in 1991. The contrast with the ma-
jor Asian economies is significant.
For example, Malaysia roughly tri-
pled its share of manufacturing in
GDP to 24%, while Thailand’s
share increased from 13% to 33%
(1960-2014). In India manufactur-
ing has never been the leading sec-
tor in the economy other than dur-
ing the Second and Third Plan
periods.

Core to growth

No major country managed to re-
duce poverty or sustain growth
without manufacturing driving
economic growth. This is because
productivity levels in industry
(and manufacturing) are much
higher than in either agriculture or
services. Manufacturing is an en-
gine of economic growth because
it offers economies of scale, embo-
dies technological progress and
generates forward and backward
linkages that create positive spil-
lover effects in the economy.

In the U.S. and Europe, after the
2008 crisis, the erstwhile propo-
nents of neo-liberal policies start-
ed strategic government efforts to
revive their industrial sectors, de-
fying in principle their own pre-
scriptions for free markets and
trade. The European Union has
identified sector-specific initiatives
to promote motor vehicles, tran-
sport equipment industries, ener-
gy supply industries, chemicals
and agro-food industries. The Un-
ited Nations Conference on Trade
and Development or UNCTAD
finds that over 100 countries have,
within the last decade, articulated
industrial policies. However, India
still has no manufacturing policy.

Focussing (as “Make in India”
does) on increasing foreign direct
investment and ease of doing busi-
ness, important though they may
be, does not constitute an indus-
trial policy.

Even neo-classical economists
accept government intervention in
the case of market failures. Main-
stream economists point to specif-
ic instances of market failure that
require a government-driven in-
dustrial policy: deficiencies in cap-
ital markets, usually as a result of
information asymmetries; lack of
adequate investments inhibiting
exploitation of scale economies;
imperfect information with res-
pect to firm-level investments in
learning and training; and lack of
information and coordination bet-
ween technologically interdepen-
dent investments. These are good
reasons why an economy-wide
planning mechanism is needed in
India. However, the Indian state
should steer clear of the “com-
mand and control” approach that
harks back to pre-1991 days

Key reasons for a policy
So why have an industrial policy in
India now? First, there is the need
to coordinate complementary in-
vestments when there are signifi-
cant economies of scale and capi-
tal market imperfections (for
example, as envisaged in a Visak-
hapatnam-Chennai Industrial Cor-
ridor). Second, industrial policies
are needed to address learning ex-
ternalities such as subsidies for in-
dustrial training (on which we
have done poorly). In fact, indus-
trial policy was reinforced by state
investments in human capital,
particularly general academic as
well as vocational education/train-
ing aligned with the industrial pol-
icy, in most East Asian countries.
However, a lack of human capital
has been a major constraint upon
India historically being able to at-
tract foreign investment (which
Southeast Asian economies suc-
ceeded in attracting).

Third, the state can play the role
of organiser of domestic firms into
cartels in their negotiations with
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foreign firms or governments — a
role particularly relevant in the
21st century after the big business
revolution of the 1990s (with me-
ga-mergers and acquisitions
among transnational corpora-
tions). In fact, one objective of Chi-
na’s industrial policies since the
1990s has been to support the
growth of such firms (examples
being Lenovo computers, Haier
home appliances, and mega-firms
making mobile phones).

Fourth, the role of industrial
policy is not only to prevent coor-
dination failures (i.e. ensure com-
plementary investments) but also
avoid competing investments in a
capital-scarce environment. Ex-
cess capacity leads to price wars,
adversely affecting profits of firms
— either leading to bankruptcy of
firms or slowing down investment,
both happening often in India
(witness the aviation sector). Even
worse, price wars in the telecom
sector in India have slowed profits
(even caused losses), which ham-
pers investment in mobile/Inter-
net coverage of rural India where
access to mobile phones and
broadband Internet, needs rapid
expansion. The East Asian state
managed this role of industrial
policy successfully.

Fifth, an industrial policy can
ensure that the industrial capacity
installed is as close to the mini-
mum efficient scale as possible.
Choosing too small a scale of ca-
pacity can mean a 30-50% reduc-
tion in production capacity The
missing middle among Indian en-
terprises is nothing short of a fai-
lure of industrial strategy. Contri-
buting to the missing middle
phenomenon was the reservation
of products exclusively for pro-
duction in the small-scale and cot-

tage industries (SSI) sector (with
large firms excluded) from India’s
1956 Industrial Policy Resolution
onwards. By the end of the 1980s,
836 product groups were in the
“reserved” category produced on-
ly by SSIs (which encouraged in-
formal enterprises). Astonishingly,
in 2005, there were still 500 pro-
ducts in this category, 15 years af-
ter the economic reforms were
launched. Thereafter the reserva-
tion of products of small firms was
cut sharply to 16 products. By
then, small scale and informality
had gotten entrenched in Indian
manufacturing. Incentivisation to
remain small in scale cost India
dearly.

Sixth, when structural change is
needed, industrial policy can facil-
itate that process. In a fast-chang-
ing market, losing firms will block
structural changes that are socially
beneficial but make their own as-
sets worthless. East Asian govern-
ments prevented such firms from
undermining structural change,
with moves such as orderly capac-
ity-scrapping between competing
firms and retraining programmes
to limit such resistance. Finally,
manufacturing will create jobs; its
share in total employment fell
from 12.8% to 11.5% over 2012 to
2016.

Unfortunately, the potential
role of industrial policy has been
consistently downplayed in deve-
loping countries outside of East
Asia ever since the early 1980s af-
ter the growing dominance of the
orthodox paradigm with well-
known consequences in much of
India, Latin America and also sub-
Saharan Africa.

The Asian story

The East Asian miracle was very
much founded upon export-
oriented manufacturing, employ
surplus labour released by agricul-
ture, thus raising wages and reduc-
ing poverty rapidly. This outcome
came from a conscious, deliber-
ately planned strategy (with Five
Year Plans). The growing partici-
pation of East Asian countries in
global value chains (GVCs), grad-

[s the future of Indian democracy secure?

Procedural democracy may endure but the liberal spirit is in danger of extinction
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MOHAMMED AYOOB

ver the past few months,
Owhile observing the discus-
sions and rhetoric sur-
rounding the parliamentary elec-
tions, I have been struck by the
disjuncture between the concerns
expressed, on the one hand, by
the liberal elite who write in the
English press and engage in de-
bates on the more serious talk
shows and, and on the other, the
preoccupation of the majority of
Indian voters who will decide the
winner of the electoral contest.
This article does not attempt to
denigrate the concerns of the lat-
ter; it merely seeks to highlight the
disconnectedness between elite
and mass concerns and bring out
its implications for the future of In-
dian democracy.

Three concerns

Members of the liberal elite are
greatly worried, and rightfully so,
about the future of political insti-
tutions that the founders of the re-
public had nurtured with great
care. Several of these institutions,
including the Supreme Court, the
Election Commission of India and
the Central Bureau of Investiga-
tion, which are constitutionally
mandated to be autonomous agen-
cies, have recently come under a
cloud because of their perceived

inability to work independently of
the political executive or because
of the lack of transparency in their
performance.

The other major apprehension
is the threat posed to the “idea of
India” as a plural and inclusive
polity by the rise of Hindutva and
its political instrument, the Bhara-
tiya Janata Party (BJP). The Con-
gress party’s pursuit of “soft” Hin-
dutva, as against the BJP’s “hard”
Hindutva, has heightened such
concerns. This is why many mem-
bers of the liberal elite are greatly
worried about the visible transfor-
mation in the ideology of India’s
Grand Old Party.

The third major concern is the
discernible rise in populist and
authoritarian tendencies in the
country reminiscent of Indira
Gandhi’s Emergency that threaten
to reduce India to merely a pro-
cedural democracy where elec-
tions are held primarily to anoint
populist leaders. This outcome, if
it occurs, will be antithetical to the
democratic ethos enshrined in the
Constitution that Mrs. Gandhi had
tried to subvert unsuccessfully.

Although T deeply sympathise
with these concerns of the liberal
elite, it occurred to me that whe-
reas liberal intellectuals have been
fixated on subjects such as the ero-
sion of institutions, the rise of ma-
joritarianism and the proliferation
of populist and authoritarian ten-
dencies, most voters are uncon-
cerned about these issues. Very
few, except for the religious minor-
ities, are worried about the ero-
sion of the pluralist idea of India.

Their concerns as they relate to
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the electoral process are limited to
three types of issues: jobs and live-
lihood; caste and communal con-
siderations; and demonstration of
Indian strength especially vis-a-vis
Pakistan. The first is perfectly un-
derstandable since a substantial
segment of the population lives
just above the poverty line and is
constantly worried that it may be
pushed below that line. Even mid-
dle class Indians feel economically
vulnerable in the absence of a so-
cial safety net and are incessantly
nervous about job insecurity. This
explains the attraction of under-
paid government jobs that provide
life-long security and the fight for
and against reservations in the pu-
blic sector. The economic distress
in the agricultural sector makes
the rural population even more
acutely aware of threats to their fi-
nancial well-being, indeed to their
physical survival. It is these eco-
nomic concerns that have made
both the ruling BJP and the Con-
gress emphasise economically
ameliorative measures (although
most of them are unlikely to be im-
plemented) in their election ma-

nifestos.

Caste and community continue
to play a very important role in In-
dian politics. Several parties are
explicitly based on caste or sub-
caste coalitions. All parties choose
their candidates based on caste
and community calculations with-
in individual constituencies and
engage in mobilising caste-based
support for their candidates. Vot-
ing on caste lines is taken as a gi-
ven in elections and political pun-
dits frequently base their
prognoses of electoral outcomes
on the caste arithmetic. At the
same time, right-wing parties such
as the BJP emphasise the religious
divide in order to take advantage
of communal consolidation on the
basis of religion.

Favoured strategy

One factor that appears to cut
across caste and linguistic divi-
sions is the attraction for many vo-
ters to hyper-nationalism, some-
times bordering on jingoism.
Hyper-nationalism has always
been the favourite strategy of po-
pulist leaders seeking to retain or
to attain power. It is no coinci-
dence that this has become a pro-
minent feature of these elections.
The Pakistan-engineered terrorist
attack in Pulwama and the retalia-
tory air strike on Balakot have pro-
vided an excellent opportunity for
the expression of hyper-national-
ist sentiments.

The ruling party has very
shrewdly used this action-reaction
phenomenon for electoral purpos-
es especially by projecting the
Prime Minister’s image as a strong
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uating beyond simple, manufac-
tured consumer goods to more
technology- and skill-intensive ma-
nufactures for export, was a natu-
ral corollary to the industrial poli-
cy. India has been practically left
out of GVCs. Increasing export of
manufactures will need to be
another rationale for an industrial
policy, even though India has to fo-
cus more on “make for India”.
From 2014 to 2018 there has been
an absolute fall in dollar terms in
merchandise exports.

In this quest for increased ex-
ports, economies of scale are criti-
cal. Such economies were not pos-
sible with the policy-induced
growth of micro-enterprises and
informal units (the unorganised
sector accounts for 45% of India’s
exports).

Lessons from IT taking root

If evidence is still needed that the
state’s role will be critical to manu-
facturing growth in India, the
state’s role in the success story of
India’s IT industry must be put on
record. The government invested
in creating high-speed Internet
connectivity for IT software parks
enabling integration of the Indian
IT industry into the U.S. market.
Second, the government allowed
the IT industry to import duty-free
both hardware and software. (In
retrospect, this should never have
continued after a few years since it
undermined the growth of the
electronics hardware manufactur-
ing in India.) Third, the IT industry
was able to function under the
Shops and Establishment Act;
hence not subject to the 45 laws re-
lating to labour and the onerous
regulatory burden these impose.
Finally, the IT sector has the bene-
fit of low-cost, high-value human
capital created by public invest-
ments earlier in technical educa-
tion. Without these, the IT success
story would not have occurred.
These offer insights to the poten-
tial for industrial policy when a
new government takes over soon.

Santosh Mehrotra is Professor of
Economics, JNU

and decisive leader capable of
teaching Pakistan a lesson. A com-
bination of the factors outlined
above — lack of concern for institu-
tions, preoccupation with liveli-
hood issues, obsession with caste
and community benefits, and the
propagation of hyper-nationalism
— taken together facilitate popu-
lism, which, as history shows, can
easily lead to authoritarianism.
The danger of this occurring is
reinforced by the fact that there
seems to be an innate desire
among many Indians that a
“strong leader” should rule the
country and that institutions are
redundant when it comes to peo-
ple’s daily concerns. In fact, many
argue that the liberal elite’s obses-
sion with institutionalising the pol-
icy process is a luxury that a coun-
try in a hurry cannot afford and
that a decisive decision-maker is
preferable to the complicated me-
chanism of institutionalised
decision-making.

The constellation of these fac-
tors, especially as depicted during
the run-up to the elections, does
not bode well for the future of de-
mocracy in India. Procedural de-
mocracy in the form of periodic
elections may endure but the lib-
eral spirit undergirding democra-
cy, so cherished by the drafters of
the Constitution, is in danger of
becoming extinct.

Mohammed Ayoob is University
Distinguished Professor Emeritus of
International Relations, Michigan State
University and Non-Resident Senior
Fellow, Center for Global Policy,
Washington DC
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Talking points marker to differentiate the Battleground Bengal would seem, is destined to words of E.M. Forster: “In
The unmistakable shift — BJP government led by Atal It is no surprise that the be distorted by the cult of public affairs... something
from the real issues Bihari Vajpayee and thatby  bitterly contested Lok violence. much less dramatic and
concerning the masses to the present incumbent. The  Sabha election in West J. AKSHOBHYA, emotional is needed,

the issue of majoritarianism  venom spewing now is in Bengal has been ravaged by ~ Mysuru namely tolerance”.

by the ruling party — is stark contrast to what it was  violence, the likes of which C. RAJASEKARAN,

palpable this general earlier when the minorities  has not been seen Remark and reaction Kumbakonam, Tamil Nadu
election (OpEd page, never felt so threatened as anywhere else in the The Mannargudi pontiff’s

‘Single File’, “Rhetoric over
real issues”, May 16). The
intrinsic hatred towards the
minorities that has been
carefully sown in the minds
of the vast majority has
grown to such an
undesirable extent that it
might determine the

outcome of the general democracy.
election — the last thing the  G.B. sivananpawm,
Coimbatore

country needs and also a

they are now. What it is that
has appealed to the
electorate will be known
shortly. True patriots do
hope that better counsel
has prevailed upon those
who have voted and that
they have thought of real
development in this great

country. Violence and
brutality seem to be
running in the veins of West
Bengal’s politics. The
political players in the news
are equally responsible for
letting their workers run
riot. Stone-pelting, an
exchange of blows and
torching of vehicles are
now par for the course.
Politics in West Bengal, it

reaction to actor-politician
Kamal Haasan’s remark
about Nathuram Godse is
unfortunate (Tamil Nadu,
“Kamal won’t have freedom
of movement, says Jeeyar”,
May 16). A religious leader
of stature should be
restrained. One should not
give too much publicity to
what Mr. Haasan has said.
We must remember the

Self-harm

too? It was deeply
distressing to read the
report, “Teenager takes
own life after Instagram

What is the world coming

poll” (‘Life’ page, May 16).
Rising suicide rates and
mental health issues among
young people need to be
taken seriously. It is
unfortunate that a young
life full of potential has
been lost in this manner. I
hope that social media
platforms have safeguards.

V. LAKSHMI,
Bengaluru

MORE LETTERS ONLINE:
www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/

CORRECTIONS & CLARIFICATIONS:

The report, “EC doing BJP bidding: Trinamool chief” (May 16,
2019), erroneously referred to Nirmala Sitharaman as Union Home
Minister. It should have been Defence Minister.

The Readers’ Editor’s office can be contacted by Telephone: +91-44-28418297/28576300;
E-mail:readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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Is coalition government worse than single-party rule?

On the successes and failures of the various
kinds of coalition governments at the Centre

Suhas Palshikar
taught political
science at
Savitribai Phule
Pune University,
Pune, and is chief
editor of ‘Studies
in Indian Politics’
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Irfan Nooruddin
is director of the
India Initiative and
Professor of Indian
Politics, School of
Foreign Service,
Georgetown
University,
Washington, DC

Scan the QR code to
watch the full
interview online

SINGLE FILE

As India approaches the last phase
of the general election and talks on
potential post-poll alliances pick
up, Suhas Palshikar and Irfan Noo-
ruddin discuss the successes of coa-
lition governments, their contribu-
tion to economic growth, and why
post-poll coalitions are popular in
India. Edited excerpts from a dis-
cussion moderated by Srinivasan
Ramani:

The BJP, which leads the
coalition government at the
Centre, terms the initiatives of
the Opposition to form a
coalition as “mahamilavat”
(hodgepodge) or “khichdi”. Has
that been the case with
coalition governments in India?

Suhas Palshikar: To begin with, as
you pointed out, this government is
also a coalition government. As Pro-
fessor E. Sridharan has argued, this
is a “surplus coalition” government
featuring a party that already has
the strength to form a government
but has taken on board other coali-
tion partners. This labelling of the
Opposition as “khichdi” is not new.

The real question is, what is the
experience of coalitions? At the
Centre, you have had a number of
coalitions since the 1990s. We have
had three Congress-led govern-
ments which were able to complete
their full terms. Former Prime Mi-
nister Atal Bihari Vajpayee was able
to complete his full term as the head
of a BJP-led coalition. The criticism
that coalition governments are inhe-
rently or necessarily unstable is not
borne out by facts.

In the “surplus coalition”
government, the BJP has had
minimal ideological
differences/ principle
differences with its coalition
partners unlike, say, in the UPA
which was supported by the
Left Front from outside in
2004. Does this kind of
distinction matter in the
success of a coalition?

Irfan Nooruddin: In comparative
politics literature, we tend to distin-
guish between ‘ideological coali-
tions’ and ‘governance coalitions’.
Characterising the current NDA as

Encourage citizen science

New models are needed to supplement
the traditional scientific method

MANU RAJAN

K. MURALI KUMAR

Science advances by making discov-
eries and developing new ideas. But
our scientific institutions are yet to
implement new ways of developing
and transmitting knowledge. The
idea that there is only one scientific
method of obtaining scientific re-
sults — a method in which most

scientists in academic settings are trained — is not adequate
for the new information age of Big Data, crowd-sourcing and
synthetic biology. The hypothesis testing approach made
sense in an era of information scarcity. New models are now
needed to supplement the traditional scientific method.
Our institutions of science need to adapt to the reality
that informally trained individuals are just as able to contri-
bute to our knowledge of the world as those with formal aca-
demic training. These “citizen scientists” face many barriers
that institutionally funded individuals take for granted.
Scientific institutions need to engage with the external com-
munity recognising that knowledge exists both in the insti-
tution and the community and not just as a one-way act of
philanthropy. Collaborative learning needs to be adopted as
the core model of pedagogy. If scientific research is conduct-
ed solely by individuals trained to be successful in acade-
mia, we are potentially biasing and limiting scientific ques-

tions and interpretation of results.

Creative experimentation and asking unfamiliar ques-
tions are as important as funding and infrastructure. Tech-
nology has made it possible to conduct even big science by
operating on a small scale. The promise of citizen science is
that if you can make a task small and simple enough for so-
meone to do it in his or her leisure time, you can aggregate a
lot of talent. There are several instances where research pro-
blems have been repackaged into online multi-player
games. Ordinary citizens can help transform a modest PhD
project into a path-breaking global science initiative. Galaxy
Zoo, the pioneering online citizen science project, became
successful because the academic scientists involved in the
project overcame their inclination to keep their discoveries
private until they were ready to publish. Earthwatch Insti-
tute India is a leader in implementing the citizen science
concept. Their volunteers have taken part in biodiversity en-
umeration, collection of data on pollinators and studies re-
lated to lake conservation in Bengaluru. However, there is
scope for much more in terms of scale and complexity. The
U.S.-based Citizen Science Alliance is nurturing new citizen
science projects in disciplines ranging from data engineer-
ing to oceanography. The University of Oxford, Johns Hop-
kins University and the University of Minnesota, amongst
others, are part of this alliance. It is time that our scientific
institutions took the lead in collaborative learning and
knowledge production as part of a larger reform process,
not just with others within their own scientific community
and discipline but also with the larger external community.

The writer is an Information Scientist working in the Archives and
Publications Cell of the Indian Institute of Science in Bengaluru
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an ideological coalition is not quite
right. It is not quite clear what those
ideological principles are that hold
this coalition together. But what is
true is that the BJP’s strength and
the nature of Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi’s leadership have left very
little room for the coalition partners
to place their differences. If they dis-
agree, they are no longer needed to
be part of the coalition. That is the
power of a surplus coalition. It is not
necessarily ideological coherence,
but the power of the surplus coali-
tion that defines this regime.

Regarding Suhas’s point, while it
is true that the criticisms about coa-
litions not lasting their terms is not
borne out by evidence, coalitions of
convenience tend not to have cohe-
rent policy agendas and tend to be
divided from within. Whether they
can frame policies and whether
they can manage to put up a work-
ing Cabinet are two separate but im-
portant issues that matter to a work-
ing coalition. Coalition
governments can get a lot of things
done, and when they do that, they
stick together too. But at the same
time, coalitions of convenience tend
to more likely be corrupt and spend
more money than those that are ide-
ological because everyone has got a
hand in the pot.

While there is indeed a
distinction between coalitions
of convenience and those based
on ideological cohesion, it is
also true that coalitions bring
in a certain degree of diversity
and plurality of views. In an
ideal world where political
parties represent certain
interests, a coalition of
different parties could be more
democratic, right?

SP: Coalition governments are not
necessarily truly democratic, but
they can at least be plural in the
views that they represent. That pos-
sibility also arises when the parties
are not adequately representative of
the larger public, but only of smaller
sections, regions, communities. In
that situation, you need a coalition
that allows for better representa-
tion. And historically, in India, coali-
tions only emerged when the Con-
gress’s ability to be representative of

RAJEEV BHATT

the larger spectrum faded.

But also, one must remember
that the BJP’s coalition (right from
Vajpayee’s time) was not necessarily
one of ideology. Pramod Mahajan
and Vajpayee, during NDA-1, care-
fully set aside controversial issues.
They made public statements that
issues such as Ram Mandir, Article
370, and Uniform Civil Code were
indeed the BJP’s core ones, but
since its potential partners did not
agree with these, it would keep
them aside while forming the coali-
tion. In India, therefore, there has
been a tradition of limited ideologi-
cal coalitions.

Demonetisation was one of the
most controversial policies
implemented by this
government. One could argue
that if this was a truly plural
coalition, there would have
been more rumination by the
BJP before implementing this
decision. What has your study
found? Have coalitions come in
the way of India’s economic
growth or have they enabled it,
especially since liberalisation?

IN: The evidence in my book, Coali-
tion Politics and Economic Develop-
ment, is that coalitions are associat-
ed with periods of greater economic
growth, less economic volatility and
more foreign investment. There is
more credibility to the govern-
ment’s policies, because it has a har-
der time making radical changes.
Something like demonetisation

would have been hard to conceive
in a coalition government of some-
what equal partners or if the largest
member of the coalition was truly

Coalitions are associated
with periods of greater
economic growth, less
economic volatility and
more foreign investment.
There is more credibility to
the government’s policies,
because it is harder to
make radical changes.

C

dependent on the coalition partners
in order to fuel its majority.

That said, Suhasji’s point about
India’s coalitions being more of con-
venience is quite right. Given the na-
ture of India’s States, coalitions have
been about regional pluralism. It is
not only that the BJP won the major-
ity of the seats in 2014 with only 31%
of the vote share. Those votes were
deeply concentrated in some areas
of the country. To form a nationally
representative government, it was
required to bring in regional parties
in the east and in the south into this
coalition. This is not necessarily de-
mocratic but more representative of
the country. It is true that the pre-
vious governments were able to car-
ry out economic reforms, but some
would say this was because their
backs were to the wall — one would
recall that the 1991 reforms were
enacted under duress as there was a
balance of payments crisis. So, it
could be true that coalition govern-
ments are unable to make reforms
of choice. In sum, we could say that
coalitions are able to act when they
have to, but they make fewer big
changes. For some that is frustrating
and for some that is safety.

Do coalition governments
featuring regional parties that

represent sectional interests
manage to do well on the
redistribution front?

IN: Evidence from Western Europe
shows that coalition governments
tend [towards] greater fiscal spend-
ing. Some would say that is due to
redistribution, while some would
argue that this is due to lack of fiscal
discipline — smaller parties could
extract more than their fair share as
they could threaten to walk out.

In the Indian context, Pradeep
Chhibber and I published a paper 15
years ago that suggested that two-
party competition or tighter compe-
tition would result in greater public
goods spending, while in a frag-
mented party system, there would
be greater distribution of ‘club
goods’ which would involve spend-
ing for specific communities repre-
sented by smaller parties in some
States. This is at the State level. So,
yes, you would get redistribution,
but not necessarily in the way you
would ideally want it to be.

Why is there a reluctance to
form pre-election coalitions
despite a larger commonality of
interest and a greater
inclination to form post-poll
coalitions in India?

SP: The simple reason is that in In-
dia, there is one national-level
player and several regional parties.
In both cases, the national party
seeks to expand its geographical
reach across and within States. In
such situations, these parties seek
to keep their cards closer to their
chest and play them after the elec-
tions based on the outcome. If there
was a situation where there were
only State parties and no all-India
party, this would have enabled pre-
election coalitions. Besides this,
there is an absence of ideological
coherence (at least in the last 25
years or so) that would bring parties
together for a pre-election coalition.

IN: What it means to be a party in
India is to allocate tickets. For pre-
election coalitions, parties will have
to tell constituents — people who
have worked for a party for years
and expect a reward in the form of a
ticket — that they won’t get tickets to
contest. This causes unhappiness
and bickering. So it is much better
to say, take your ticket and contest

i;:ROM @he:

earth.
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The polluted water bodies of Kanniyakumari
An unbelievable transformation has taken place in just a few decades

B. KOLAPPAN

Nanjil Nadu, a large part of
Kanniyakumari district in
Tamil Nadu, was the rice
bowl of erstwhile Travan-
core before it was annexed
to Tamil Nadu. Its impor-
tance is explained by Ma-
nonmaniam Sundaram Pil-
lai, the author of the Tamil
prayer song Neeradum Ka-
dal, also known as the Ta-
mil Thai Valthu (Invoca-
tion to mother Tamil). In
his verse-drama Manon-
maniam, Pillai says there is
hardly anyone who does
not know about the fertile
lands of Nanjil Nadu.

Anyone who travels the
length and breadth of the
district will agree with Sun-
daram Pillai. The district,
which benefits from the
South-West and North-East
monsoons, is covered by
acres of emerald green
paddy fields, and banana
and coconut groves.

I remember from my
childhood innumerable
water bodies, both big and

small, being full of water

vated when

concrete

them, making them unfit

Hindn. ARCHIVES

League of Nations.

and we will form a coalition later
based on how many seats we have.

Would a prospective coalition
that could come to power do so
on the basis of a common
minimum programme?

SP: Neither a BJP-led coalition nor a
Congress-led coalition would do
that. If it is a BJP-led coalition, the
BJP will be in a pre-eminent position
and wouldn’t require any ideologi-
cal coherence and would want to
keep its ideology. It would still want
to keep its partners intact for the
time being — the Shiv Sena, the JD
(U), and so on.

In a non-BJP coalition, there
would not be any ideological cohe-
rence because they wouldn’t have
probably given enough thought to
what kind of governance pro-
gramme they would have if they
come to power. Their single unify-
ing agenda would be to remove the
present incumbent from power.

IN: The Congress has spent five
years of near irrelevance in the le-
gislature. This is a rebuilding exer-
cise for it. The notion that it has a
common programme to articulate,
and that it will use that to bring a lot
of other parties on board, is hard to
imagine. There is just a single-point
agenda: to keep the BJP out.

In either case, there will be a coa-
lition. It will be difficult for the BJP
to replicate its 2014 success in this
election. Now the question is
whether it will be a coalition in
which the BJP will bring 250 seats to
the table or whether it will bring
210-220. If it’s closer to 250, it will be
able to push its own agenda. But if
it’s 210-220, then it would have to
make some compromises with its
coalition partners. And it will be in-
teresting to see how Mr. Modi and
BJP President Amit Shah manage
that — ceding authority to coalition
partners unlike the centralised sce-
nario we see today.

SP: I think even if the BJP wins 210,
it will buy the support of its partners
by giving them various ministries,
promising special packages for their
States, etc. Concentration of author-
ity and power within the Prime Mi-
nister’s Office will still continue, and
Mr. Modi will act exactly the same
way as he has acted in the last five

years.

FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 17, 1969
Soviet spacecraft lands on Venus

The Soviet inter-planetary station, Venus-5, made a soft-land-
ing on Venus this morning [May 16] after uninterruptedly
transmitting information for 53 minutes as it made a para-
chute descent to the planet’s surface, Tass reported. The so-
viet news agency said Venus-5 took 130 days to cover the 350
million kilometres to the planet. Another space station, Ve-
nus-6, launched five days after Venus-5, was approaching the
planet and would enter its atmosphere to-morrow morning (at
11-33 hours L.S.T.), the Agency said. Venus-5 was launched on
January 5 this year. Venus-6 took off on January 10. The two
spacecraft are following up the mission of Venus-4, which
made history in October, 1967, by parachuting through Ve-
nus’s atmosphere and transmitting 90 minutes of data back to

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 17, 1919.

Lord Grey has furnished Reuter with his views as regards the

Covenant of the League of Nations. He is delighted that much

has been accomplished, having feared that the Conference
would achieve much less. It has proved the downfall of Germa-
ny and convinced the Allies and associated Powers that the na-
tional development of each could be better assured by secur-
ity or permanent peace than by attempts to promote separate
national interests. The Covenant has made a good beginning
respecting labour, disarmament and responsibility for back-

and covered with lotus
plants. The place looked
like a painting. I used to see
crystal-clear water oozing
from the foundations of ev-
ery house back then.
Brooks lining the streets of
Parakkai, my village,
housed carps, tilapia, eel,
snakeheads, panchax,
fresh water prawns, water
snakes, frogs, crabs and
snails. I would go fishing ev-
ery day. I would then
transfer the fish into a small
pit dug near my house. It
was a visual treat to watch
the snakeheads, both male
and female, guard golden
yellow-coloured fishlings in
the water bodies around
the village. Eels would
catch frogs and small fish.
The air was chilly back
then. Ceiling and table fans
had not yet made an entry
into every house.

The introduction of sew-
erage canals in every street
and bylane changed the
picture gradually. The sit-
uation was further aggra-

streets and bylanes were
paved. All this affected the
groundwater table. Till
then, the water that was
used to wash clothes and
vessels would flow till the
coconut and banana trees
that stood in the backyard
of the house. Slowly, the
backyards were paved with
concrete and, in many cas-
es, accommodated new
construction. Wells were
converted into septic
tanks, and the waste water
was let out in the sewerage
canal. It joined the clear
unpolluted water flowing
in the brooks. The brooks,
in turn, flowed into water
bodies used by many gen-
erations for cultivation and
community bathing. Every
household today depends
on the water supplied by
the village panchayats and
local bodies.

Today, almost all the wa-
ter bodies in Kanniyakuma-
ri district are polluted
beyond belief. Gallons of
untreated sewage enter

for use. Of course, farmers
still use the water for cultiv-
ation. But it is unsafe to
drink from and bathe in
many of these water bo-
dies. Paddy fields and wet-
lands are being converted
into plots at a frenetic pace.
In 2016, Lal Mohan, con-
vener, Nagercoil chapter of
the Indian National Trust
for Culture and Heritage,
told me that the district is
losing about 1,000 hectares
of paddy field every year.
When I stroll along the
banks of the polluted
Cooum river in Chennai in
the evening, I cannot stop
myself from visualising a si-
milar situation for the wa-
ter bodies of Kanniyakuma-
ri. Pachaiyappa Mudaliar,
the merchant and dubash
whose wealth was used to
lay the foundations of ma-
ny educational institutions,
used to bathe in the Cooum
every day. Can anyone do
that today? A similar fate
awaits the water bodies of
Kanniyakumari.

ward races, which Lord Grey opined were the three essentials.
It was good that the Covenant accepted the provisions of the
Labour Convention. The most effective reduction of arma-
ments would come from the security of the League and they
would diminish as the League grew strong and vital. Conse-
quently, public opinion within the League must secure the ut-
most publicity on the question of reducing armaments.

POLL CALL
Coalition government

A coalition government is one in which multiple political par-
ties come together and often reduce the dominance of the
party that has won the highest number of seats. Coalition go-
vernments are formed when a political party win the neces-
sary number of seats to form the government on its own. In
India, the first coalition government to complete its full-term
was the Atal Bihari Vajpayee-led National Democratic Alliance
from 1999 to 2004. While some say that coalition govern-
ments generate more inclusive policies, others believe that
coalitions impose constraints on policymaking.
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